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Chapter I










Syran shivered, dread constricting his chest as he and his accompanying escort of twelve Eyre archers crept into the cold shadow of the once mighty fortified city known as Kingshold.

The former capital of the Ember Kingdom now rotted along with everything else in a land that had been left untouched and abandoned for decades. It was a place of pestilence and darkness, where vicious plants and animals had somehow established a foothold where only the spirits of the dead should have survived.

By unspoken agreement, no one had trespassed on these unholy grounds in over twenty-five years since Daleth’s defeat. But as time passed and a new generation arose, it had gradually began to lose its sense of dread. Then, six months ago, intelligence reached the ears of Istara, the Eyre leader, that a Freestates’ expedition was being planned.

The historic wealth of the Ember Kingdom was legendary, and Istara, with the support from his ruling council, ordered a scouting party to probe its depths.

Despite only being four when the Witch-King’s army had invaded his homeland, Syran could still recall the fear and horror as his family had fled deeper into the swamps to escape the invaders’ swords. Even now, nightmares of those events sometimes woke him, heart pounding, nightshirt damp, sticking to his thin, trembling body.

This was his first time setting foot in the Ember Kingdom, and he was as scared now as he’d been in his youth. Yet, coming here and facing his fears had been somewhat cathartic, and his reward would go beyond that of fame and fortune.

Dristin, the captain of the scouting group, raised a clenched fist then pulled it down.

Syran, despite being a scholar, an extremely rare vocation in a kingdom of elite hunters, crafters, and farmers, already knew what this meant. In fact, he only had to be told or read about something once, and he would never forget. That was his gift: to understand everything, whatever language, sign, or script. Sadly, he was also cursed, for however much knowledge he accrued, it was never enough, not even close. His appetite was insatiable.

He huddled around with the other Eyre as Dristin held their gaze in turn.

‘You know the drill. From here on, things get real. No talking unless in an emergency. We have to assume Ardel and his pathfinders didn’t make it. They must have gotten sloppy. That will not be us! Syran, be my shadow from hereon.’

Syran nodded, somewhat concerned. Ardel and his six pathfinders who’d forged a path for the expedition had been anything but sloppy. But the presence of Dristin and his tough unit comforted him. They were short, broad-shouldered, strong, and as unforgiving as the swamp they called home. Each was an expert with the bow and almost as deadly with their shortswords and daggers. Syran wasn’t unfamiliar with weapons, as all Eyre children trained with the bow from a young age, but he’d always lacked aptitude. He had a dagger at his hip, but a pen was now his sword, a journal, his armour.

Dristin and his unit struggled to hide their displeasure at his inclusion. Compared to them, he was noisy, clumsy, and a potential liability, but even they understood his worth. He could use his well-known gift to help identify and catalogue everything of value beyond the obvious so that the Eyre could retrieve it before any agents of the Freestates had the opportunity.

Syran’s hands trembled, fear and excitement vying for supremacy. The journey until three days ago had been just about bearable. The route marked by the pathfinders had been safe, but since their disappearance, it had been rough going as they forged their own. Despite being used to the treacherous marshland of home, the swamps here were doubly treacherous. From one step to the next, solid land disappeared, turning to sludge, ready to suck the unwary to their doom. Unseen things moved below the surface of the foul-smelling scummy water which stretched everywhere, above which hovered clouds of angry insects.

Yet they’d made it and now found themselves on the outskirts of Kingshold, and with sodden ground giving way to stone, things would get easier from hereon.

Hopefully.

However, as he looked through a break in the city’s crumbling curtain wall, vacant windows stared back like empty eye sockets in a skull, he wasn’t so sure. Crows cawed, adding to the bleak scene, and Syran wondered whether the potential reward of coming here would be worth the risk.

Dristin pointed towards two green and brown-clad hunters, and bows in hand, they headed off, leaping lightly up a stretch of rubble where the outer wall had collapsed. They paused at the top of the pile and squatted, motionless.

Moments later, they signalled with a simple thumbs up before disappearing down the other side. Five more scouts nimbly picked their way up the slope, bows at the ready, then, after looking around, beckoned.

Dristin, with a quick glance at Syran, headed off, crouched low, and Syran followed, the five remaining Eyre escorting them both. They made their way up the broken blocks of stone, passed by the waiting hunters and down the other side into the city limits, where they crouched in the shadows.

Syran appreciated his escorts’ skill. One section covered another as they leapfrogged past each safe position to the next while the two lead scouts crept ahead.

The properties were small so far from the castle that loomed forebodingly in the distance, undoubtedly once owned by the poorer citizens, and little remained other than supporting walls. Roofs had collapsed, and blackened creepers stretched like torn skin, seeking purchase in the crumbling mortar. The cobbled streets were broken apart by the movement of the land or the upthrust of twisted plants that had died soon after finding the light. But it was far better than the two weeks of sucking morass they’d traversed.

While Dristin and his scouts grasped bows in steady hands, eyes searching for danger, their comrades ghosted past, and Syran began to relax. He looked around in wonder, wishing he had the time to delve under the rubble for the treasure of knowledge that lay beneath. He took no joy from gold, trinkets, or jewels, but discovering new tomes, scrolls, carvings, or similar, satisfied his craving for knowledge and made him wealthy beyond his wildest dreams.

A disgruntled mumble drew his attention back to Dristin, who rose silently and headed off up the overgrown street.

Syran marvelled at how Dristin and his unit moved. Despite constantly looking through gaping windows and doorframes whilst also watching rooftops, they seemed to avoid every grasping vine or loose bit of rubble with unconscious ease. Frustratingly, Syran, despite his best efforts, struggled along amongst them.

Thankfully, the mournful wind, the banging of rotting doors, creaking timbers, and the noisy crows, helped drown out his missteps.

Ahead, a clenched fist from each of the lead scouts pumped twice. Dristin and Syran moved up to crouch alongside them while their group split to either side of the road, backs pressed against crumbling walls.

‘There, there, and there!’

No unnecessary words, just straight to the point.

Syran looked up the street, following the scout’s finger. She was a sharp-faced woman, eyes as keen as a hawk’s and no doubt twice as deadly.

It took only a moment for him to make out the cause of her concern. Torn bodies, covered in a boiling mass of rats, lay atop piles of rubble or against walls while crows perched on broken walls, voicing their displeasure at being unable to join the feast. Pink bones were occasionally visible, still to be bleached by the sun. A polished shortbow lay beside the nearest. It was an Eyre bow, and a cold hand of fear grasped Syran’s heart as he realised this was all that remained of Ardel and his pathfinders.

Dristin hissed through his teeth as he considered his next move. A half dozen pathfinders were no easy target, and whatever killed them was likely still at large.

‘We’ll garner nothing from the bodies,’ he murmured. ‘We skirt a few blocks north, then resume our approach to the castle.’

‘Are you sure …’ Syran began, then closed his mouth sharply under Dristin’s withering gaze.

‘Head out.’ Dristin pointed north, and the two lead scouts sidled off, slower than before, as silent as shadows. The rest of the scouts took a brief look at their erstwhile comrades before following, arrows nocked and ready.

To die in pursuit of knowledge seemed a noble cause until death came knocking on the door, and Syran wished he were far away, back in the safety of his swampland home.

Yet, several blocks later, with the noise of the crows but a murmur on the wind, Syran began to breathe a little easier. It was strange that whilst this city must have once held around a hundred thousand people, there were no signs of any deceased to be seen.

As they approached the castle, the buildings became less decrepit, a testament to the craftsmanship involved in their construction. Nature still held a twisted grip on everything, but tiled roofs, shutters, and doors remained intact.

Syran restrained his curiosity. These buildings would surely hold an untold amount of insight into their previous inhabitants who, as the stories told, either joined the invasion or were left behind.

Something akin to a baby crying carried on the wind, and everyone froze. It sounded so disturbing, Syran was in no doubt that whatever made that noise was something he didn’t want to encounter.

Bows were half drawn, and eyes flickered everywhere, trying to find the source of the noise.

There it was again, impossible to pinpoint.

Dristin tapped two men on the shoulder and raised his eyes to the adjacent rooftop. In response, one cupped his hands together and boosted the other, who grabbed the edge of the roof and quietly hauled himself up … only to leap down a second later.

‘MAKE READY!’ he yelled, shattering the order for silence with his bellow as he ran to the middle of the street, his bow aimed upward.

Dristin grabbed Syran’s tunic and hauled him alongside as the hunters converged into a single unit in response to the rallying call. It seemed counterintuitive, leaving the cover of the walls, but a moment later it made sense as over the rooftop came a black flood of chattering creatures.

Lacking fur, their skin was black and shiny as though slick with oil. It took Syran a moment to realise they were some kind of large cat, warped by the decay that infested their home. But they were thrice the size of even the biggest mountain cat Syran had seen, and their bright yellow eyes shone malevolently. Despite his fear, Syran picked up every detail, learning, even though death beckoned under those yellowed fangs and black claws.

Syran’s hand felt for his dagger hilt as bows thrummed, sending arrows punching through sinuous bodies, and agonised screeching split the air.

No orders were shouted, but the group moved, arrows hissing with every step as they headed west toward the castle. The sheer speed with which Dristin and his hunters loosed their arrows was breathtaking. There wasn’t a single moment when they weren’t drawing and releasing, and for the moment, they held back the ravenous tide.

Syran couldn’t believe how many creatures there were as more leapt from the rooftops. They ignored their wounded brethren and the fate of almost certain death, choosing to pursue the Eyre hunters, whatever the cost.

A vine caught Syran’s boot, and he crashed face down amongst the thorny briars. A screeching, twisting, hissing nightmare of muscle and teeth came straight at his face, and Syran threw himself sideways, scrabbling for his dagger, knowing it was too late.

An arrow punched into the big cat’s skull just as its jaws opened to rip off Syran’s face, only for Dristin to yank the shaft free and loose it again a heartbeat later.

‘On your feet, Scholar!’ roared Dristin, not offering a hand as more arrows flashed from his bow.

‘Twelve!’ a man’s voice shouted.

‘Ten!’

‘Eight!’

Syran scrambled up, drawing his dagger with a trembling hand. Were these hunters really boasting about their kills with death hissing at their feet?

But then he realised with horror that they were calling out how many arrows they had left.

‘That building. Make an entry. NOW!’

In response to Dristin’s order, the group hastened toward a building with doors and shutters that, while rotting, were still intact.

Syran pushed past the others, grabbed the handle, and pushed. It didn’t give. With a strength born of desperation, he put his shoulder to the door and shoved, sobbing in relief as it grated open halfway. The gap was large enough to squeeze through, and he didn’t hesitate. Pushing into the dim interior, he frantically tried to clear the debris from behind the door to allow it to open further.

The hunters came through in a rush, but suddenly a man and woman’s screams rose above the cacophony of combat. As Dristin backed through the doorway, firing four arrows in quick succession, Syran saw two hunters brought down under a boiling mass of shining black bodies. Two more arrows left Dristin’s bow, and the screams fell silent as he slammed the door shut.

‘I expect all of you to do the same for me if it comes to it!’ he shouted, his voice flat and emotionless.

Successive heavy thumps shook the door, but it didn’t give. Three hunters wedged debris against its timbers to support it further while others scouted their refuge, ensuring it was secure.

Bodies thumped against the door outside whilst Dristin swept his gaze around the room, taking stock.

Syran slid to the ground and, just as when the Witch King’s soldiers invaded his homeland, he began to cry.

***


Chapter II










The two knights tugged on their reins, urging their laboured warhorses around to face one another for a final joust. The beasts of war were huge, bred for carrying the burden of a fully equipped plate-armoured knight at full charge and then through the battle afterwards.

Mount and knight fought as one. Whether by the tug of a rein, knee pressure, a kick of the heel, or a whispered word, these chargers were intelligent and responded instantly. Paired when the knight was but a boy or girl and the horse a foal, the bond they shared was unbreakable.

The opposing sides of the watching horde that formed the alley the two combatants fought within thumped swords against shields, the cadence building. Young and old had gathered to watch this fight, the last of a host of martial competitions that had formed the backbone of the week’s festivities.

One of the knights, his armour and heavy lance decorated in green tassels, slowly raised his heavy weapon, pointing it first to the sky and then sideways to a gigantic silver tree that loomed in the distance against a backdrop of towering mountains. His opponent, also girded in shining armour, but decorated with white tassels, mimicked the salute, and the crowd roared.

Tradition and religion were as important as honour to these people of the Horselords, and formed the backbone of their daily lives. Those watching were bedecked in green and white ribbons in support of both contestants, for to show favour was considered unbecoming. A knight’s worthiness for victory was to be judged by the moon goddess, not by mere mortals.

Plumes of steam rose from the combatants’ visors, a testament to the intensity of this final encounter. By common assent, although without any obvious sign, the riders urged their chargers hurtling toward one another. They both leant low, kite shields angled to deflect the opposing lance, the haft of their heavy weapons tucked under their armpits. Galloping hooves rolled like thunder, and with a deafening crash, lances struck shields. The crowd held its breath, but despite swaying, both knights regained their balance and cast aside the shattered duelling weapons.

‘I’m glad that’s not me in the saddle.’ Taran grimaced as he leaned forward in his chair to get a better view from a temporary wooden dais. ‘That makes my back ache just watching.’

‘Rubbish, Husband,’ said Maya, seated to his left. ‘Others might believe the lie in your words, but I know the truth of the matter. You’re never happier than when you’re in the saddle.’

‘Nor are you, and that’s why my back aches in the first place,’ Taran muttered, just loud enough to be heard.

Maya hid her smile behind raised hands and snorted, throwing Taran a look of mock outrage.

‘You’re not wrong,’ Maya laughed softly, and Taran worked hard to contain his own merriment. This was a serious occasion, and as the judges of this final event, they shouldn’t be seen to be distracted.

‘Our son has fought well. He’s done himself and us proud. Make sure you let him know,’ Maya murmured, her lips close to Taran’s ear as she gripped his forearm.

The knights drew swords and kneed their mounts forward.

Taran nodded.

‘I love him no matter the outcome.’

‘That isn’t in question, and nor was it what I asked,’ Maya said softly. ‘Anyway, Xander might actually win.’

Taran shook his head, sighing audibly.

‘No. He won’t.’

With both knights still mounted, the contest continued. The crowd shouted enthusiastically with every ringing peel, as sword met sword and shield in a flurry of blows as the two riders engaged.

Taran looked over his shoulder to see Shinsen watching the contest intently, and despite bearing tassels of green and white, Taran didn’t need to read his old friend’s mind to know that behind the mask of neutrality, Shinsen was rooting for his own son, Raysen. Taran smiled and then returned his attention to the duel.

A father should feel proud of his son.

As Taran followed Xander’s moves, he forced a smile to replace the frown that always vied for dominance. Xander might cut a knightly figure, and the white tassels he wore represented the purity and faith of his knightly pursuits, but the young man inside was tarnished and flawed.

Gods, but he’d dedicated his life to try and help Xander be a better man, but he might as well hoped for a warped arrow to fly true.

Xander was fighting well. He was talented beyond many of his peers, and his cuts were compact, his thrusts solid as he tried to land a blow with his blunted weapon against Raysen. To win this event, all he had to do was land five clean blows or unseat his opponent.

There was as much chance as snow on a summer’s day.

Instead of honing his martial skills to perfection, Xander always found an excuse to do something else less tiresome. To drink with those who pretended to be his friends, to flirt unsuccessfully with the clans’ young women, or to spend time with his horse or other animals.

But if there was one area where Xander excelled, it was in controlling his mount. That is what had allowed him to progress to the finals of this event, for in that regard, he was truly without peer. His horse worked in perfect harmony with Xander’s blows, stepping closer when its rider attacked, then dancing away in defense.

No one exerted such perfect control over their warhorse, and if it seemed like they had but one mind, it was because, in truth, they had.

Like father, like son.

Taran had once been gifted with the power to read and influence people's thoughts. Xander’s gift was similar; he could converse and bond with animals. Yet superlative horsemanship wasn’t going to be enough to swing the bout.

Like his father, Raysen was a superlative knight dedicated to perfection. He fought for his father, his late mother, Shinmata, his clan, his people, and his goddess, and every day was a chance to honour them all by bettering himself.

Shinsen was proud of his son, and rightfully so.

Even now, for the sake of honour and the close family bond, Raysen had chosen not to dominate the bout and had even allowed Xander to land two strikes when they’d been well executed.

Now however, Raysen pressed his attack, and however much Xander’s horse sidestepped or Xander parried, Taran’s son was in trouble.

One.

The blunted tip of Raysen’s duelling sword punched into the mail on Xander’s shoulder.

Two.

As Raysen feinted the same move, Xander lifted his shield, and the sword clanged off the knee guard instead.

Three.

As Xander lunged, instead of deflecting, Raysen trapped the blade between both shields and landed an unrestricted blow to Xander’s helm, counting for two points.

Taran clenched his fist. It wasn’t the thought of Xander losing, he just hoped that his son would bear the defeat well. Alongside him, Maya’s eyes were narrow, concern evident.

With the bout now decidedly against him, Xander’s technique broke under the pressure of impending failure. He swung wildly, without control or discipline, hacking at Raysen’s shield in a frenzy.

Suddenly Taran sensed something untoward.

Xander’s horse pushed forward, driving Raysen’s charger back and, as Raysen continued fighting unperturbed, controlling his mount expertly with his knees, the unthinkable happened … his mount reared violently.

Silence descended across the field, until a moment later, with a crash, Raysen hit the ground, having been flung from the saddle.

He’d been unseated. It was a total victory.

Xander tore off his helm, flinging it aside, his face glowing.

‘YES!’ he roared, thrusting his sword skyward. ‘I am VICTORIOUS!’

Taran, along with Shinsen, leapt from the dais and, with Maya but a step behind, sprinted across the meadow, the cries of the spectators urging them on.

***

Xander made his horse rear and whirled his sword to catch the light of the midday sun. The crowd were going wild, in awe at his display of martial prowess. He’d known he was the underdog. Raysen was as boring as evening prayer and did little else than practice the martial arts every hour of the day. He probably even slept with his sword.

Why couldn’t people see that the old ways weren’t necessary anymore? Life was to be lived. Have fun, get drunk, misbehave, and don’t get caught was a motto he liked to live by. Not that his father ever gave him freedom, nor his mother, for that matter. Meditation, prayer, and learning about The Moon Goddess were the things he hated the most, but was forced to do.

But, today his parents were running to him, and he slid from the saddle, mentally thanking Blaze, his mount, for helping him win the duel with warm thoughts and a promise of extra fruit in the evening.

Blaze snickered, and Xander only wished everyone appreciated him as much. Maybe he could avoid herding duty next week off the back of this victory.

‘I won,’ Xander cried as he thrust his sword into the ground

He opened his arms, smiling broadly, only for his father and mother to run right past.

Xander’s arms fell to his side, confused. One hand should be held aloft by his father, one by his mother as he was presented victorious to the crowd.

Instead, as he turned, they crouched over Raysen.

What were they doing? Raysen’s helmet was off, and there was a little blood coming from his nose. Nothing to be worried about.

‘Father,’ Xander called. ‘Mother?’ but his voice must have been drowned by the background noise of the crowd.

He watched as they helped Raysen get to his feet, making sure he was steady. Why didn’t they first check on him, their son? Raysen’s blows had been solid, but they must think him too strong to have been hurt. That must be it.

But if he was victorious, why were his mother and father raising Raysen’s arms aloft? Why was the crowd chanting Raysen’s name? Xander spun around, unable to believe what he was hearing.

‘I won. I won!’ he shouted in disbelief. ‘This must all be a nightmare … this can’t be happening,’ he said, and began hitting himself in the face with his gauntleted fists. If he hit himself hard enough, he’d surely wake up.

His mother came over, grasping his armoured wrists, eyebrows drawn together in worry.

‘Xander. Calm down. You need to calm down,’ Maya said firmly, releasing his wrist to cup his cheek. ‘Look at me and breathe slowly!’

Xander hardly heard her. All he saw was Raysen being led unsteadily up and down by Shinsen, and the crowd showering them both with green tassels, as everyone came together now that the event was over.

The rushing in his ears got louder, and his vision narrowed. The pounding of his heart made things even worse, beating like a drum in his chest. He hated it when this happened. Whenever he got upset or stressed, it was as if the world was crushing him.

‘Why?’ he managed to choke out. ‘Why?’ he repeated, searching his mother’s eyes for the answer.

Maya’s loving smile was tinged with sadness.

‘You know why, my son.’

Then his father stood before him, the lopsided smile that he had for everyone absent. The twinkling eyes that showed humour were flat and hard.

‘Why, Father? Why did you award Raysen victory? It was mine. Why have you done this to me? Everyone saw me win!’

Taran’s eyes softened, and the tension disappeared as his strong arms wrapped around his son’s shoulders.

‘Xander. Everyone knows you cheated to win.’

‘I didn’t cheat!’

Tears threatened as Xander’s eyes reddened, and he blinked furiously.

‘Look me in the eyes when you say that, Xander.’

Xander raised his head, his father’s sparkling blue gaze impossible to ignore. His father whom he looked like in every way. His father, whom everyone adored. His father, the saviour of the whole damned world according to legend. His father who hated his son.

‘I didn’t cheat.’

‘You did cheat, and now you are lying!’ said Taran, an edge to his voice.

‘You don’t have your gift anymore, so how can you say that? How do you know? You’ve stolen my victory because you hate me!’

This time tears welled in Taran’s eyes.

‘I love you, Son. I can never hate you. But you used your gift to command Raysen’s horse at a pivotal point in the duel. In all these years, Raysen’s mount has never once reared in combat, not once ever thrown him. Now tell me on your sister’s life. Did you use your gift on his mount against the duelling code?’

Juliana. How dare his father have him swear on her life!

‘Using my gift isn’t cheating! In battle, we’re taught to win by whatever means. I did what it took to win!’ Xander cried, tears running freely down his face.

Maya and Taran exchanged a quick glance, their fears confirmed.

‘But this wasn’t a battle, it was a duel against a brother. Tell me you understand?’ Taran asked.

‘He isn’t my brother, and I won!’

Xander’s petulant words rang in denial, and Taran swallowed down his anger.

‘These are all our brothers and sisters, Xander,’ he said, sweeping his arm around. ‘The concept of family is what keeps us close and has ensured peace amongst the Horselords for centuries. You could argue we’re not all bound by blood, but that doesn’t matter. Love binds us all, as does our language, religion, culture, and honour.’

Yet even as the words left Taran’s lips, he knew they would go unheeded, just like they had a thousand times before.

‘Love? Where is your love for me, Father?’

‘In here, my son,’ Taran cried, thumping his chest. ‘I would do anything for you, for your mother, your sister. I love you all unreservedly.’

‘Then award me the victory!’

‘No. I cannot. If Raysen so demanded it, you could be cast out, exiled, for what you did. You must show contrition. Ask his forgiveness, not ask for victory!’

Xander backed away.

‘You two only care for each other. Everyone can see it. When you love one another so much, how can there be any love left for me? Only Uncle Rakan loves me. I wish he was here!’

With that, he leapt into Blaze’s saddle and galloped through the crowd that scattered, complaining before him.

Maya pulled Taran into her arms, and they held each other tight, fighting the pain that threatened to overwhelm them both.

They’d been gifted with a son who loved and could converse with animals, but was cursed to hate humans, even his parents. He had no friends, no admirers, and had he not been their child, would have been exiled dozens of times for past deeds.

‘What can we do, my prince?’ Maya asked, her voice sorrowful.

‘Only what we’ve always done. Love him with all our hearts, and hope that one day the curse is lifted like it was with us,’ Taran sighed, looking into Maya’s eyes.

‘But we had to die to lift our curses.’

‘Then let us continue to pray there’s another way!’ Taran said, taking her hand as he led her back toward the dais. ‘Let us pray there’s another way!’

***

Syran watched through teary eyes as the hunters quickly bound wounds, mostly deep scratches to their legs that had shredded their leather trousers. His heart beat so rapidly it felt like it would burst from his chest, and his breathing was rapid.

The door still thudded and shook, and Syran wondered how long the old timbers and hinges would hold. Frantic scratching could be heard from all around, and a wiry, hazel-eyed hunter had positioned herself at the top of a half-collapsed set of stairs to the next level and was keeping a watch on the roof.

‘Ten minutes and they’ll be through,’ she stated in a matter-of-fact voice.

‘Arrows!’ Dristin ordered.

Syran watched as they were redistributed, and was shocked to see the hunters only had nine each. They’d each carried fifty to start this mission, and five minutes of combat had seen them almost expended. They must have killed hundreds of those devilish creatures that still refused to give up.

Two hunters moved away, dragging rotting timbers to reinforce some window shutters that were starting to give way.

Dristin took a moment to take stock of their surroundings, poking his head into two back rooms and then looked at his hunters in turn, who shook their heads at his unspoken question.

‘We’re trapped. We’ll retreat to the top floor and make our stand there. Perhaps if we kill more of them, they’ll give up. If not …’ Dristin shrugged.

Syran couldn’t believe his ears, he didn’t want to die here, and certainly not by being eaten alive.

He looked around frantically, noting the broken furniture, the cobwebs, the mounds of rat droppings, and …

‘Rats,’ he said as everyone began making their way to the broken stairs.

Dristin looked at him.

‘There aren’t enough rats in the world to satisfy that horde of creatures out there,’ Dristin laughed, shaking his head. ‘Do you want me to finish you now? You won’t even see it coming.’

‘What? No!’ Syran gasped as Dristin reached for an arrow. ‘There are piles of rat droppings, and they didn’t come through the front door. They’ve come through the walls, and if they can get in, we can get out!’

Dristin snapped his fingers, a grin replacing his usual hard stare.

‘Maybe you’re not as useless as I first thought!’ He pointed at five hunters. ‘Backroom. Use your swords. Quiet as you can!’

‘Not long. A minute or two at most!’ The hunter with hazel eyes called, having ascended to the top of the stairs again.

‘Grab what you can to block the archway!’ Dristin shouted, moving to a large tabletop that lay on the floor, its legs broken beneath it.

Syran went to help and got a grunt of thanks as they hauled it to the open archway. Why couldn’t it have had a door?

As they retreated into the backroom, they left a pile of timber and rotting furnishing blocking most of the entrance. A wardrobe was against a wall, and a bed lay collapsed on the floor. The room stank of rat excrement, and Syran gagged.

‘Careful now, in case it breaks!’ Dristin warned as four of his hunters repositioned the wardrobe to block the arch.

Syran examined the bed, wondering if the headboard or frame was solid enough to be useful. He grabbed hold of a yellowed sheet that fell to pieces in his hand, but not before he’d scratched himself on a wire mattress beneath. The wooden frame and headboard were like dried mud and crumbled under his touch.

A bang followed by a wave of screeching and hissing came from the next room. Suddenly the wardrobe shuddered as it was hit from the other side, and two hunters threw their weight against it in an attempt to hold it steady.

‘We’re through!’

Syran turned to see a hole in the wall, large enough for them to crawl through, and as he watched, several hunters made their escape into the next house. Moments later, the sound of them hacking away at another wall reached his ears.

‘Damn, but they’ll come through right after us,’ Dristin growled as the wardrobe began to splinter.

‘No,’ Syran shouted, jabbing his finger at the mattress. ‘It’s wire, we block the hole, hold it in place somehow.

Dristin tossed his bow and quiver to another hunter, then grabbed the mattress.

‘What are you waiting for, Scholar? Get your ass through that hole.’ Dristin suddenly laughed. ‘That really didn’t sound right, did it?’

Syran scampered through on hands and knees.

‘Ready, lads?’ Dristin growled.

The two hunters holding the wardrobe together looked over their shoulders.

‘Go.’

Syran knelt, looking back through the hole as the two remaining hunters dived through, Dristin following a moment later.

Dozens of creatures boiled into the room, sending splinters flying as Dristin pulled the wire mattress hard against the gap.

Hunters ran forward, one carrying the remains of a metal candelabra, another a poker from a fire, and these were thrust through the springs and wedged against the wall, holding the mattress in place. The creatures hissed and spat, tearing at the wire, but it held.

‘Keep their attention until you’re called,’ Dristin ordered one of the hunters.

The man nodded and drew his sword, stabbing at the frenzied creatures as they tore at the wire.

‘Good work,’ Dristin murmured, taking Syran’s arm as they turned a corner to find a hole already hacked through the next wall. A hunter standing beside it returned Dristin’s bow and quiver.

‘Gather something to block this behind you and wait here. Once we’re through the next two houses, you and Fastal catch us up.’

Dristin was a man of few words but lots of action. Syran followed him through the hole, and there was a brief moment of respite which allowed him to look around. The hunters’ faces were grim. They’d lost two of their comrades and been forced into a retreat. Floorboards had already been thrust upward by long-dead saplings. The dusty men and women quietly piled them up, along with bits of broken furniture and anything that might hold it all together.

‘We’re through.’

Syran crawled through the hole third, Dristin and the other hunters following right behind. Commands were whispered and shortly after, the rear-guard re-joined the group.

This time the breaking team attacked the back wall. Like the other houses they’d passed through, it had no windows, so it seemed likely it backed onto another house facing the other way.

As soon as the hole was large enough, a woman squeezed through. Moments later, she poked her head back.

‘Looks good, Captain.’

‘Let’s go then!’

Syran cast his gaze around the dusty interior before ducking through. Now that his terror was fading, he regretted every step and lost opportunity to study these buildings and what they held.

The house they entered was in a poor state of repair. The doors and shutters were all broken, offering no security, the furniture was smashed and decayed. A hunter pointed out a yellowed skull.

Syran knelt down to inspect it, noting the hole smashed in the side. It was a woman’s skull, and the damage indicated she’d been killed by a blow from a blunt instrument.

Dristin stepped quietly past through the debris and peered around the doorjamb, looking up and down the street and clicked his fingers to draw everyone’s attention.

‘We move fast and quiet. If we get overrun by those creatures, we take cover in the nearest house immediately. Syran, with me!’

It took no more than eye contact for Dristin to send out the first five hunters, who moved like wraiths in the afternoon gloom. Seconds later, his heart beating like a drum again, Syran followed, surrounded by his escort.

They moved quickly, turning corners one after another, always heading west toward the castle's looming presence. After maybe half an hour, crows fluttered, landing on rooftops, their black eyes following them with evil intent.

‘If the crows follow us, then maybe those other creatures might realise where we are,’ Syran gasped.

Dristin’s eyebrows raised in surprise, followed by a sharp nod. It was common in the animal world for carrion crows to follow wounded animals, and whilst not weak, the hunters didn’t need the attention.

Bowstrings thrummed, crows dropped to the ground, arrows were retrieved, and the surviving voyeurs flapped off, cawing in protest as they settled at a safer distance.

Yet it seemed the damage had already been done, for not too far away, that strange mewling sound reached their ears.

‘We run!’ Dristin hissed, and the race was on.

Syran concentrated on the ground ahead, every step a potential hazard. Dristin was in front, so he concentrated on following in the captain’s footsteps and found the going easier. The pace was relentless despite the distance, and Syran found himself gasping for breath.

Up ahead, the curtain wall to the castle finally loomed large. A set of massive wooden gates stood slightly ajar, all streaked with rust from the massive iron hinges and nails that still managed to hold them in place after all this time.

Syran risked a glance over his shoulder to see a flood of black bodies enter the street behind them. He suddenly tripped and hit the ground hard, stars flashing in front of his eyes. The taste of blood was strong in his mouth as hands grabbed his shirt. He struggled to his feet even as he was dragged forward.

They dodged between mounds of debris on a short bridge and pushed through the narrow opening between the two gates in a rush.

‘Swords,’ Dristin hissed, and four hunters joined him in a semi-circle around the entrance.

‘Don’t just stand there, help us,’ a hunter shouted at Syran as she and her comrades threw their weight at the massive doors.

Syran stumbled over to them, his legs weak. He was so nauseous from the fall that he doubted he’d be any help. But he got a nod of thanks from the woman who’d shouted at him, and leaned against the timbers, which were surprisingly solid after all this time.

Moments later, the black tide arrived, and steel flashed frantically, thrusting into the squirming bodies as they tried to all get through the gap at once.

‘PUSH, DAMN YOU!’ Dristin shouted, roaring in frustration and anger.

A hunter cried out in anguish, and Syran risked a glance to see the man on his back, stabbing frantically at two black bodies that ripped and tore at his flesh in a frenzy.

‘On my mark.’ A hunter shouted.

‘PUSH!’

The gate shuddered.

‘PUSH!’

Rust showered in flakes as the hinges broke free of its grasp, and the door began to close, but the press of feline bodies trying to get through the gap prevented it from closing completely.

‘Captain!’

The agony in the man’s voice drew Syran’s attention, and he looked over to see the hunter who’d been savaged, his flesh in ribbons, barely on his feet, a sword and dagger dripping blood.

‘Do it!’ Dristin roared.

Syran could scarcely believe his eyes as the man threw himself into the gap, sword and dagger hacking and cleaving as he waded into the screeching mass beyond. Dristin dropped his sword and joined Syran at the gate, frantically adding his strength to theirs as the stricken hunter screamed.

With a thud, the gate slammed closed. Clawed paws scraped the stone underneath as if through sheer fury, they could burrow through, but only their hisses made it. Dristin hammered at a metal drop bolt with the hilt of his sword until it fell into the stone socket below.

Everyone was breathing heavily, but Dristin didn’t let them rest.

‘We don’t know if they can get in another way. Get to the keep. Quickly!’

Syran looked around, noting for the first time the vast number of skeletons everywhere, as if the whole city had come here to die. As he hurried past, he could see signs of terrible trauma on the bones. They had died fighting, but strangely, there was no sign of rusting weapons or armour as would normally be found on a battlefield.

Dristin had noticed it as well.

‘Looks like a bunch of civilians tore each other apart,’ he muttered as they picked their way through the rubble and debris. The tops of some of the towers had collapsed, and broken stone made for treacherous footing as they scrambled toward the keep.

There was no choice but to step on or kick aside old bones as they hurried up some steps to the entrance. But as they pushed against the doors, their hopes for sanctuary were dashed as the timbers refused to move despite their concerted efforts.

They were locked from the inside.

***

Dristin hurried back down the steps to inspect the towering walls.

‘Maybe there’s another entrance?’ Syran offered, following after.

‘No. This lot were trying to break in,’ Dristin said, waving his hands at the bones. A keep like this will probably only have one other entrance on the other side. They’re a weak point in the fortification, and it will have been shut like this one.

Dristin’s head whipped around, and Syran could hear it too. The sound of claws over stone. An arrow was notched to the captain’s bow in the blink of an eye and loosed a moment later. It whistled through the air to punch through the skull of one of the monstrous cats as it appeared around a block of stone. Syran’s stomach clenched as he waited for a tide of creatures to follow but it seemed as if it was hunting alone, and he relaxed when no others appeared.

‘Yastra, get up there and get these doors open!’ Dristin ordered.

Syran’s eyes widened as he looked up at the crenulated battlements far above him. Dristin couldn’t be serious?

But without hesitation, Yastra, the smallest hunter in the group, tossed her weapons and equipment to the ground and stepped up to the wall. With a quick nod over her shoulder, she began her ascent.

As Dristin gathered Yastra’s equipment, Syran looked on as the nimble hunter pushed her fingers into gaps where the crumbling mortar had left her a handhold.

The blocks of stone were huge, almost Syran’s height. Legend had it that the keep had been made of white stone and shone like a beacon back in its glory days. Syran had his doubts, but whatever colour they had been, they now were filthy, black, and covered in dead lichen.

Dristin led Syran back up the steps to the doors. The other hunters were busy, quietly piling rubble and debris, creating a small defensive barrier. They kept working until it was chest high, then hunkered down, eyes peeled for their feline pursuers.

Syran couldn’t help but keep an eye on Yastra, his stomach in knots as she clambered up the wall so high above the ground. One slip, one mistake, and the fall would be fatal. She had paused and was working her dagger in between the blocks, and small clouds of mortar fell away as she created a handhold.

Moments later, she disappeared over the top. How long it would take her to reach the doors, who knew, but however quick she was, it wouldn’t be soon enough for Syran’s liking.

‘Eat,’ said Dristin, biting down on a siege biscuit.

Syran nodded and reached for his pouch, only to find it missing.

‘It must have gotten torn off when I tripped,’ he mumbled.

With a snort, Dristin handed him his half-chewed piece.

Syran took it hesitantly but bit into it nonetheless. Eating, he knew, helped settle nerves. Whoever had told him that was right, for his hands stopped shaking.

‘You did good,’ Dristin said with a rare smile. ‘Your quick thinking in the house saved us. I wasn’t happy at first, but now I’m glad you came along.’

Syran was shocked, even more so when murmurs of agreement rose around him. He even got a friendly slap on the shoulder from a grinning hunter next to him.

‘Looks like our luck might hold, Captain,’ someone muttered.

Dristin sighed.

‘Losing three of our unit doesn’t feel lucky, but I know what you mean. Those bastard creatures seem to have given up the chase.’

Banging from inside the keep suddenly had them all listening intently, but it soon became apparent that Yastra was removing whatever had been used to secure the doors. A few loud bangs made the wooden planks shudder, making them all wince.

‘Push the right door.’

Syran scrambled to join Dristin and five others in response to Yastra’s faint command while the two remaining hunters kept watch. Putting both hands against the hardened wood, Syran waited.

’Push,’ Dristin hissed

Syran strained, the hinges groaning in protest, echoing the effort of those trying to open the door. However, once the accumulated rust and grime succumbed to their efforts, it opened freely.

‘Inside,’ Dristin ordered.

Syran stepped through ahead of the others and stared in awe. The vaulted entrance stretched out before him, filthy, covered in cobwebs, but overall, incredibly well preserved. A few stone blocks lay strewn across the floor, whilst curtains, pennants, and tapestries hung in tatters from the walls. But unlike the outside, which had been battered relentlessly by the elements, the preservation here was remarkable.

The others pushed through after him, and the bang as a locking bar was replaced made Syran jump. With the doors firmly closed, the darkness and sudden quiet were unsettling.

‘Rest here,’ Dristin ordered quietly. ‘Yastra, organise some light.’

Burnable debris was plentiful, and shortly after a small fire danced merrily on the flagstone floor.

Syran collapsed in relief, weariness settling over him like a heavy blanket while the hunters made busy around him. Yet he managed to nod reassuringly at Dristin when the captain caught his eye.

They’d made it.

***


Chapter III










Rakan slapped at an insect who’d decided to have him for dinner and grunted as he looked dispassionately at the mangled corpse stuck to his fingers. Unfortunately, this was just one small skirmish in a longer battle and one he was losing badly. His exposed skin was covered in a multitude of bites.

Not that losing or winning mattered much anymore.

Now his Dafne was dead, for the first time in over twenty-five years, he felt like laying down and giving up. Tears welled, and he blinked them away. Dafne would have scolded him for crying at her funeral. She’d been a tough one, as strong as ironwood, but not strong enough to fight the lung rot which had stripped her of muscle and flesh. Three weeks was all it had taken from Rakan first knowing of her dizziness to her being readied for burial in the stinking marshes of her ancestors.

If only Maya had been here with her gift to save Dafne. But Maya had lost her gift of healing after the Battle of Freeguard and was dozens of leagues away, unaware.

He chuckled ruefully to himself. Not that Dafne would have ever let Maya save her, even had she been able.

‘It’s long past my time, Rak,’ she’d insisted when the healer had confirmed the worse. ‘I should never have lived when I led so many of my people to die. So, every day since has been a gift, and now I’m ready to join my ancestors.’

This time the tears flowed as he reflected on her words

The thing was, he wasn’t ready for Dafne to join her damned ancestors in this insect-infested swamp. Sobs ripped through his body, and he fell to his knees. She’d suffered terribly, and he hadn’t been able to do a damn thing about it. There were no warriors to slay, no armies to defeat, and he’d been utterly impotent.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered to the leaf and vine-wrapped corpse before him. ‘I just couldn’t do what you asked of me. It was selfish, but I just wanted more time with you!’

All those lives he’d taken without thought or hesitation, but when Dafne had asked him to ease her suffering, he hadn’t been able to. Her death had been prolonged and painful, choking to death on her own blood.

The chanting of the gathered mourners droned on, and Rakan couldn’t even follow what they were saying. Languages had never been his strong suit, but then nor had love for most of his life.

When he thought he’d lost everything all those years ago at the gates of Freeguard, when it had appeared both Taran and Maya had been taken from him, Dafne had been a light in the darkness. They’d found strength in each other, someone to depend upon when throughout their whole lives, they’d been loners.

When he’d begged Dafne not to leave him, told her he couldn’t do without her, that there was nothing else to live for, she’d found the strength to give him a ringing slap across the cheek. He absently rubbed his bristled face, wishing he could feel her hand on him again.

‘You have everything to live for. You have your children. Don’t be so blind or selfish!’ Her words had been blunt and to the point.

Rakan shook his head, and the pain receded a little at her wisdom.

‘Damn you for always being right!’ he whispered.

He recalled Taran explaining what a treekin had once said. That those the gods gifted were also cursed, and strangely, the thought of those words comforted him because he knew it worked both ways.

During those years under Daleth’s rule, he might as well have been cursed. He’d been a dark, tortured soul, who found pleasure in sadistic deeds, inflicting pain on others to ease his own. He couldn’t blame it all on the amulet, because in truth, he was lost before he’d even put it on.

Then Taran and Maya had changed everything, and he’d become gifted like no other, even if not in the magical sense.

Because of them, the bitterness, anger and selfishness that had seeped from his every pore had evaporated. He’d learned that his heart had a capacity for love and experienced the unfettered joy of becoming a father to them both. It was because of them he’d become someone Dafne could admire and love.

‘I wish you were here,’ Rakan muttered, as despair sank its teeth into him again. Maya would have had the words to ease the pain, and Taran was always a strong shoulder to lean on.

An Eyre priest that Rakan knew as Sastaria approached and knelt beside him. The priest wore a necklace of bones with swirling black tattoos adorning his hands and face that, when combined with his green skin, made him look almost reptilian.

Rakan was lost at what to do.

Despite the Eyre speaking the common tongue, when it came to religious and ceremonial matters such as these, they spoke their own native language. They often sounded like the creatures that lived amongst the trees and rushes, but perhaps that was what allowed them to meld into their environment so well.

The priest gently turned Rakan to face him and began speaking. The hisses and clicks meant nothing to Rakan, and he felt foolish looking back, not understanding a word.

Anger simmered below his sadness. Without the calming nature of those he loved, the pain threatened to erupt into something horrible. He wanted to thrust this fool away, to vent his anger and just as he couldn’t contain it anymore …

Sastaria stopped his chant and placed his hands on the back of Rakan’s neck.

Rakan’s eyes opened wide as the priest leant forward. If this priest kissed him …

Instead, their foreheads touched. He’d seen him do this to the hundreds of people who’d come to pay their respects, but that didn’t mean he was prepared for it.

‘Open your mind.’

It was the first words in the common tongue Rakan had heard since he was shepherded here from his guest quarters. He didn’t pull away, but he didn’t know how much longer he could hold in this raging fury that was building inside.

‘Open your mind.’

Rakan was about to respond with, ‘Open your mouth again, and I’ll shut it,’ when he looked sideways at Dafne’s bound corpse.

She’d wanted this and purposely returned to the Eyre to die, and here he was, becoming the selfish bastard he’d been before he met Taran and Maya. Damn, but it was hard when he was being torn apart inside.

‘Open your mind, share your thoughts, and I will share mine. Show them to me!’ Sastaria’s voice was soft yet insistent.

What would Dafne think of him if he didn’t try, however absurd?

Clenching his fists in case he should unconsciously lash out, Rakan let the last of his crumbling mental defences drop.

He allowed the anger to rise like a wall of searing fire. The need to lash out, to hurt and destroy. It raged, all-consuming in his mind as he mentally thrust it as Sastaria.

Good thing you can’t understand how I feel, he thought.

The priest’s body stiffened and his hands tightened on the back of Rakan’s neck.

Next came his heart-stopping grief, the despair, and the tormented screams that filled the void Dafne had left behind.

Sastaria began to shake, sobbing, tears cascading like a waterfall down his cheeks.

Rakan was about to pull away, when he realised that his pain, anger and despair were fading away as though a year was passing for every heartbeat.

He felt conflicted. Surely it wasn’t right to be robbed of these feelings? He didn’t want to forget so soon.

Fierce words rose to his lips, but only a gasp came out as a bright memory of a small Eyre girl with thick brown hair running through the marshes came to mind. Her laughter was high and infectious as she ran. Other boys and girls came into sight, and they all began throwing moss and slime at each other as they fell about play fighting.

In the weeks he’d been here, he couldn’t recall the moment. How strange it should come to mind now. He went to pull away, but the priest’s hands held him still.

A second later, there was the girl again, holding a bow, jumping up and down in excitement, laughing and pointing to a target where five arrows stood proud in the centre.

Another image. Again laughter, the flicker of flames, the sound of music, and there was the same girl, a little older, broader of shoulder, spinning, dancing, holding a pair of hands belonging to someone unseen.

‘These are some of the memories of those who knew and loved Dafne. Now they are yours too,’ Sastaria murmured.

Rakan knelt transfixed as hundreds of moments of Dafne’s life were shared with him. For every smile or frown, laugh or tear he witnessed, he also felt the love and affection of those who’d beheld Dafne in those moments.

He’d wanted more time with Dafne before she died, and now he was being given it. He’d known and loved her for twenty-five years, but now, with this gift, he shared her entire life.

‘Now focus on your happiest moments with Dafne so that we may all know,’ Sastaria ordered.

In a flood, as though waiting to be released, they came rushing forth. Everything from their first hesitant kiss to finding Taran and Maya alive, getting married under the great moonwood tree and looking up at the stars. Every happy moment was relived, and there were thousands.

Strong hands lifted him to his feet, and as he looked around, he noted that darkness had set, and a long line of Eyre stood illuminated by the iridescent blue, green and purple moss that covered everything.

Never before had he truly appreciated the beauty of The Eyre. Only now did he understand.

One by one, the Eyre came forward and embraced him as only a brother or sister would. Rakan cried unashamedly then, but the tears were of bittersweet joy, not abject sorrow, for these were all of those who’d loved Dafne and shared their memories.

After letting go, they touched foreheads with Sastaria, then placed a small seed on the leaf-wrapped body of Dafne before moving on. Soon, it shone bright yellow, like the sun, a symbol of new life.

Then, he was alone with the priest.

Together, they gently pushed Dafne’s body out onto the marsh water. It floated there as they waited, and then slowly, it settled lower and lower until it sank, leaving behind a circle of light on the surface.

‘Until we meet in the next life, my love,’ Rakan whispered, then allowed Sastaria to lead him away.

***

Syran awoke with a gasp from a nightmare, his heart beating rapidly. His body ached, but apart from bruises and scrapes, he wasn’t injured. The last two weeks, and especially yesterday, had put his frail body through things it was never trained to deal with.

Quiet movement indicated the others were up or at least stirring, and he didn’t want to appear any weaker than he already was. So, once he’d composed himself, he sat up, receiving a nod from a hunter who stood silently, keeping watch, a hand on the hilt of his shortsword.

The fire had gone out during the night, but shafts of light shining through the cracks around the giant doors behind him pierced the darkness.

The hunters were already busy checking bindings, caring for their equipment, and breaking fast with almost inedible siege biscuits.

Syran’s gaze lingered on an incredible sculpture of a woman whose face was touched by the light of the morning sun. She displayed such radiant joy that he felt his face respond in kind and smiled at its beauty.

‘That’s the look a man normally reserves for the love of his life the first time he sees her,’ Dristin laughed kindly as he walked over.

‘The crafter who created such a wonder might long be dead, but perhaps their spirit is happy to know their work still inspires awe,’ Syran responded. ‘This piece alone would make our trip worthwhile, and we haven’t even started our exploration of the keep.’

Dristin winced, a flicker of anger evident.

‘Are the lives of three hunters really worth a piece of stone?’ he demanded, then raised a hand as Syran began to protest. ‘Don’t worry. I know what you mean. If, as we suspect, there is so much more, it will change the future of the whole Eyre nation.’

Syran nodded, relieved.

He cast his gaze over the remaining hunters. The last two weeks’ travel had left them smelly, sweaty and muddy, and yesterday had shocked and bloodied them badly.

Yet they were now composed and resolute as they readied themselves for the day ahead. Dristin moved amongst them, a steadying influence, with a soft word here, an encouraging smile there, lifting morale.

Syran committed it all to memory even though he could never hope to replicate the feat. This wasn’t just about words and gestures. Dristin had an aura of competence about him that, despite yesterday’s losses, still made these hunters believe in his leadership and seek his approval.

‘Pay attention!’

Two simple words, spoken quietly, and yet everyone stopped what they were doing immediately and focussed on Dristin.

‘Yastra. Take Fastal, Tesra and Vander. Make sure this level is secure. I want you back within the half hour.’

Yastra and her three companions spent a few minutes gathering wood for torches, bound them tightly with rotting cloth, and then set quietly off into the keep’s dark interior, smoke trailing behind them.

Syran wandered around in the semi-darkness near the gates, squinting to marvel at the vaulted ceilings and the exquisite paintings where the plaster hadn’t cracked and fallen away. Like many, he knew the history of how Daleth had conquered the Ember Kingdom, culminating in a mighty battle on the rolling hills outside of Kingshold’s walls.

Syran wasn’t a jealous man, but he’d always felt envious of Daleth’s gift. If only he could have the gift of longevity to accrue the knowledge of the world. What a waste to fight, conquer and destroy when studying was the path to enlightenment.

Flames sprang up as Dristin and the four remaining hunters rekindled the fire and lit some newly fashioned torches using spark stones.

‘Why don’t we open the gates a little? Let some more sunshine in?’ Syran asked.

Dristin shook his head slightly.

‘It’s tempting. But we’d have to open them quite wide to get any benefit, and knowing those creatures are still out there ...’ He left the sentence unfinished and tossed a torch at Syran.

Syran grabbed for it, and winced as it slipped through his fingers. He picked it up sheepishly, expecting a mocking comment or laugh, but Dristin had already turned away.

Almost every piece of stone was carved or patterned. Syran’s fingers traced the flowing lines, marvelling at the artistry that had gone into this building’s construction. His feet took him aimlessly toward a closed door.

‘Careful now,’ Dristin called.

Syran nodded. Who knew what awaited, but he was confident nothing was alive in this tomb. Nonetheless, he inched the door open, the gold leaf glinting enticingly on the panelled wood.

Inside, on stone furniture, were piled all manner of items. Small statues, figurines, and sculptures. Against walls were stacked dozens of paintings in decorative frames. It seemed numerous items of wealth had been gathered here. Gold and silver glinted, although he couldn’t determine whether it was solid or plated.

Syran’s cheeks stretched with a broad smile as he noticed several candelabras standing in a corner.

With an effort, he dragged two back to Dristin and received a grunt of thanks as a reward. It felt good to contribute.

‘If you feel the need to explore, don’t go far until Yastra returns. Stay in sight,’ Dristin ordered. ‘If there’s another entrance, I’m sure it’s shut, but we don’t take undue risks until we know for sure.’

With a nod of acknowledgement, Syran wandered away along the main entrance hallway. The horrors of yesterday began to fade as he drank in every detail.

No dampness was evident, and everything, despite the occasional piece of crumbling stonework, was in amazing condition. Whenever he swept dust aside, something beautiful was revealed underneath. Even his footsteps uncovered patterns etched into the flagstones. It was as though an artist had deemed any blank space an affront to the gods.

Syran looked back over his shoulder and realised he’d gone a little too far as Dristin’s circle of light near the gates was fading, but he felt no threat, only excitement.

To his right, a large pair of double doors were closed off. The doors themselves were incredible, depicting a mighty battle in great detail across the lacquered surfaces.

Yet it was the stone crests above the door and the fading pennants on either side that made his stomach flutter.

He grasped an ornate handle, the metal coiled and tooled to represent a serpent, and exerted pressure. It didn’t move. Frustration vied for supremacy against his excitement as he tried the other handle.

This time, the heavy door swung open readily as if it had waited for this moment for years. Before him, shafts of coloured light filtered down through filthy stained windows set high above in walls that supported an exquisitely beamed ceiling.

Yet, despite its allure, he turned back toward Dristin to share his discovery.

He’d found the throne room.

***

Juliana threw back the blankets, dispelling the warmth and temptation to stay in bed for another hour, a temptation she hadn’t given into for as long as she could remember.

A random thought gave her pause.

But what if she fell in love and married?

She smiled wryly, for she doubted that even if she shared a bed with a husband, nothing would stop her from rising early.

Her responsibilities would always come first.

Like mother, like daughter.

Thinking of family made Juliana laugh with excitement. The midsummer festivities had brought not only the roaming Horselords back but her mother, father, and brother as well. Whilst little brought her more joy than studying, having them close made her happy life complete. Even seeing Xander’s dour visage could never dim her smile.

She swung her legs out of bed and raised the wick on an oil lantern. A homely glow filled the dim room, and she considered her reflection in a silvered mirror. She looked so much like her parents. Her long, slender limbs, brown eyes and dark, tangled hair were definitely from her mother. They could almost be sisters despite the age difference. As for her full lips, ready smile and easy laughter, they were definitely her father’s.

Yet despite being beautiful and twenty-five years old, she’d never shared her bed with a man and had long ago accepted the fact that she likely never would, and as for marriage ... growing wings was more likely.

Deep breathing exercises helped sharpen Juliana’s thoughts for the challenges the day held. Twenty times, she drew and held deep lungfuls of air. This routine was important. An ordered mind made for an efficient day and during this period, she swiftly allocated time to all the things that needed doing. Life was too short to be inefficient.

Once finished, she grabbed hold of the headboard and groaned, levering herself upright. Her legs shook, barely able to support her. It wasn’t that they were skinny or lacking in muscle. It was just that she had next to no strength.

Dizziness followed, and she fought hard against it, her iron will refusing to acknowledge defeat. Then, it was past, and some energy returned.

What man of the clans would join with a woman, knowing that their children could possibly suffer the same debilitating weakness? Nor would Juliana wish to take the chance and inflict that cruel fate on a child.

There had been a brief time, which she could still remember vividly, of running around when she was young. But the tiredness would come swiftly, and she’d have to stop playing with the other children and return to quieter endeavours.

Learning to ride, jousting, hunting, and more were beyond her reach. While the other children threw themselves into their martial training, it soon became apparent that Juliana would never join them.

Now, reading, teaching, meditation and prayer were her life. It was so fulfilling, but how she missed those days of running around with wild abandon.

Her gift of resurrection might have been the most powerful anyone had ever known, but it was now as out of reach as the stars. Whilst her mother’s curse had been to age when using her gift, Juliana’s life force had been diminished for the life she had returned.

Like mother, like daughter.

With a sigh that was quickly replaced by her indomitable smile, Juliana washed. A bowl of clean, cool water and a cloth had been left on her table while she was asleep for this very purpose.

She tied her hair back with a small length of white ribbon. There was no point in brushing it; it was too rebellious. Then, tugging the white robe of a priestess over her head, she cast a final glance at herself in the mirror.

It had been the proudest day of her life to be accepted into the holy order and to help preach the tenets of their religion to the people of the Horselords.

Slipping her feet into some sandals, she opened the door of her small room and quietly slipped into the empty, candlelit hallway beyond. She breathed a sigh of relief as her legs held steady while she navigated her way to a low, stone terrace covered in potted flowers that overlooked the giant moonwood tree.

Even after all these years, it took her breath away. Despite dawn being a little way off, this wonder of nature already shone with a light that was beyond spectacular. It not only spread its mighty limbs over the Horselords’ place of worship but could be seen for leagues.

It was an irrefutable reminder to those who looked upon it of the favour bestowed upon them by their deity through the hands of their beloved queen.

Whilst the daily routine of life in the clans meant people arose early, it was still too early for anyone else to be around. Going to bed before everyone, meant she was up before most and for a short while, she could have the moon goddess entirely to herself.

Juliana smiled at the possibility.

She sat cross-legged on a mat and closed her eyes. After all these years, meditation was as natural as breathing, although initially, it hadn’t come easily, taking years of diligent practice.

However, it had paid off, and as time passed her trance had deepened, and she’d just last year reached the fourth and final level of enlightenment. Only one other, the elder Taysen, had achieved this, and he was twice her age before he’d accomplished the feat.

The first and easiest level was the Deep Night. It infused the mind with a warm and comforting blackness as though floating in a mother’s womb, washing away the weariness of mind and body.

Juliana had initially hoped this would prove the undoing of her curse; it hadn’t. However, it did lessen the effects, for which she was grateful on a daily basis.

So, this morning, as with most mornings, she entered the Deep Night and lingered, revelling in the sensation, and opened her eyes a short time later to find herself somewhat rejuvenated.

Being alone, it was tempting to continue her meditation, as the other levels brought her closer to spiritual enlightenment, but they could wait until evening. Meditating before falling asleep allowed her to rest perfectly without awakening until the next morning.

Keeping to a strict routine allowed her to accomplish so much, and even though today was a day of rest and celebration, still Juliana had a mental list of things to do.

Soft footsteps, barely discernible, whispered on the light breeze. They were stealthy, unnaturally so, although moving at a steady pace.

‘Good morning, Jul,’ Maya called softly, walking into view.

‘Mother!’ A smile, bright as the breaking dawn, lit Juliana’s face. She leapt to her feet and jumped down the three steps to the grass below in excitement, only to roll and end up on her back as her legs gave way.

She began to laugh, but as she looked up, her mother’s eyes were filled with heartfelt anguish, alongside barely restrained tears.

Juliana felt her inner calm crack. Her mother never even bore a frown and, together with her father, was the happiest soul she knew.

‘What is it?’ she asked, suddenly worried. She accepted her mother’s helping hand and stood, looking deeply into those familiar eyes as if the answer were written within.

‘You need to come with me, Jul.’

‘Why don’t we sit down first, and you can tell me what’s upset you.’

‘No. We have to go now.’

Juliana nodded and leaned on her mother’s forearm as they made their way through the small village that was home to the Horselords' children and elders.

The pace was uncomfortable. Whilst they were of the same stature, Juliana’s legs trembled.

‘Just a few more steps,’ Maya encouraged softly. ‘We need to hurry.’

Juliana bit her lip. She wanted to demand an explanation but knew if she was patient, it would come, and it would be important. In all her adult life, she’d never seen her mother worried. Upset, yes. But that was inevitably to do with Xander and his unpleasantness.

Only those closest can hurt you the most.

Yes. Whatever this was had to do with Xander.

Two horses were saddled at the edge of the village, and Juliana groaned. She struggled with riding, and her mother knew it. This had to be bad for them to ride.

For some reason, Xander was never mean to her and sometimes softened in her presence. It probably had something to do with her being so badly cursed that he felt some kind of empathy. So, her mother was undoubtedly bringing her along to smooth over a bad argument.

Maya’s strong arms helped Juliana to mount, and shortly after, they were heading west toward the herds.

Juliana had perfect form on a horse. Technique was something she excelled in. Sadly, her endurance wouldn’t let it last for long, but she smiled, determined to enjoy the early morning ride with her mother while she could.

With any luck, they’d be back before breakfast was served. This wouldn’t take too long.

But if that were the case, why was her mother’s horse ladened with supplies?

***

Taran waited, idly stroking his horse’s mane. To the northeast, the mountaintops were plated in shining gold as night gave way to dawn.

The sky was clear, the weather mild, and this should be a perfect day to enjoy with Maya at his side. The last twenty-five years had been a gift from the gods. After all the darkness they’d endured and overcome, their life together had been sublime.

Never a day passed that he didn’t whisper his thanks to the moon goddess. Not that he was a devout believer, but Maya followed the religion seriously. As Queen of the Horselords, she led by example in every way.

His horse nudged him, snickering softly, aware that despite his outward calm, Taran was coiled up inside like a snake preparing to strike.

Over the years, there had, of course, been challenges.

Rebuilding a realm whose people had been decimated by war, where the children had outnumbered the remaining adult survivors, had seemed almost insurmountable at first.

Husbands and wives, lovers and adults yet to pair, had died in their tens of thousands fighting Daleth’s horde, and those who lived to tell the tale bore terrible scars, both physical and mental.

For a short while, it seemed as if the Horselords as a nation would simply fade away, unable to survive such catastrophic losses.

But it was Maya, with her gentle ways and never-ending compassion, who had been pivotal in starting the healing process. With words of wisdom, open arms, and a willpower that couldn’t be denied, she refused to let her people accept defeat, having fought so hard for victory.

New pairings took place after a time of grieving, new family ties were forged as orphaned children were fostered until, with the eternal spring of love binding so many broken pieces together, the Horselords became whole again.

Taran smiled.

He’d been with her every step of the way, their blinding love giving her the energy she needed to keep going in the darkest of moments. Then, of course, Rakan, Dafne, Shinsen, and Shinmata had worked tirelessly too.

With such victories behind them, nothing was impossible.

Except …

Their firstborn, his beloved Juliana. The reason he and Maya still drew breath, slowly changing from a smiling bundle of energy to a child who could barely rise from bed.

Maya had been bereft. With her gift of healing now lost, she’d been unable to do anything magical. Instead, she and Taran had tried rigorous training, different food types, even prayer, and yet nothing could alleviate Juliana’s curse.

So, they continued doing what any parent should do. Love her unconditionally, and it was a love that had been returned a hundredfold.

And then there was Xander.

Sorrow clutched at Taran’s heart so tightly that he gasped as if physically wounded.

He loved Xander as much as he did Juliana and Maya, but it was never enough. From the day Xander was born, he was difficult, rejecting Maya’s breast and never settling in her loving arms. As he grew, they marvelled at his gift as different animals came to play with him, but the closer he got to his furred friends, the further he withdrew from humans.

Not once had Xander told him or Maya that he loved them. The more they tried, the more they were rejected.

Taran turned, hearing the muffled rhythmic sound of approaching hoof beats. He closed his eyes.

‘Please help me be strong to do what I must. To do what is right.’

When he opened them, tears ran down his cheeks. He couldn’t believe he had any left, as he and Maya had shed so many throughout the night.

The horses drew to a halt, and despite his sorrow, he couldn’t help but return Juliana’s radiant smile. He walked to stand beside her stirrup and caught her as she fell out of the saddle.

Her arms went around his neck as he placed her upright, and she hugged him hard.

‘Father. I’m sorry to see you both so upset. Let’s go and resolve this, shall we?’

Her voice was full of the youthful optimism she exuded. What Juliana put her mind to, she accomplished, but even this was beyond her.

Maya came over and wrapped her arms around them both in a hug Taran wished didn’t have to end.

With a sigh, he stepped back and led the way toward Xander’s tent.

Blaze stood beside the tent, and beyond were hundreds of other horses. They were awake but grazing contentedly, no picket lines required, a testament to Xander’s gift and the horses’ discipline. Blaze dipped its head in greeting, recognising them all.

Off to the other side of the herd were four similar leather tents. They’d been erected around a smouldering campfire and belonged to the other young knights responsible for protecting the horses. Taran shook his head sadly at the divide that existed between Xander and his peers, but it would make things easier.

‘Let me,’ Maya offered, her voice cracking.

Taran nodded, and stood back as Maya pulled the flap aside and stooped to enter. Juliana’s hand slipped into his, and he held onto it gratefully.

‘Go away!’

Xander’s voice rose, grumpy and unhappy, its tone causing Blaze to snicker.

‘I need you to get up, Xander.’

‘I told you to go away. I’m tired. Leave me alone.’

Taran’s jaw clenched. He wasn’t angry at Xander; it was at the unfairness of his son’s curse.

‘Your father and Juliana are outside. Please, get up.’

‘What the hells do they want?’

The flap opened, and Maya stepped out in the morning light.

‘He’ll be a moment,’ she said softly.

Taran nodded gratefully but was also a little shocked. Despite being in her middle forties, Maya usually looked much younger, but last night's unfolding events had aged her. She appeared worn, and Taran knew he likely looked the same.

Juliana was obviously hoping for an explanation and huffed, tapping her foot.

Xander pushed through the flap like a whirlwind, hair everywhere, shirt hanging open, flushed with anger.

‘What do you want?’

‘Xander,’ Juliana squealed, stepping forward to give him a hug.

For a moment, Xander’s face softened, but then he pulled roughly free of his sister’s embrace.

‘So, what is it? Have you at least brought me breakfast?’ he asked, an eyebrow arched sarcastically.

‘There’s no easy way to say this …’ Taran began.

‘Then don’t say it, and let me go back to sleep!’ Xander turned back toward the tent. ‘Goodbye.’

‘XANDER!’ Maya’s voice was cold, and she cracked his name out like a whip. It stopped him in his tracks, and Blaze shook its head at the noise.

‘It is time to say goodbye. That’s why we’re here, and that’s why we brought Juliana along.’

‘I don’t care where you go. You’re always off somewhere on the plains.’

Taran stepped forward, grasping Xander’s shoulders.

‘Look me in the eye, Xander, and listen carefully. It isn’t us who are going. It is you! Last night, Raysen died in Shinsen’s arms.’

‘NO!’ Juliana cried, bursting into tears and threw her arms around her mother’s shoulders. ‘Tell me it’s not true!’

Maya nodded sadly, holding back tears of her own, trying to stay strong.

Xander blanched and then shrugged off Taran’s hands.

‘What of it?’

It took all of Taran’s willpower not to lash out. This was his son, but it was the curse talking, not Xander.

‘He died because of the head injury he suffered when you caused his mount to throw him! When Shinsen recovers enough from his grief to leave Raysen’s side, he’d be well within his rights to demand you face him in a duel, to the death!’

‘Lucky for me then, that mother is the queen. She can deny him!’

‘No, I can’t.’

Xander’s eyes flickered nervously.

‘But, you’re the queen.’

‘My wishes can’t just overrule hundreds of years of religious tradition.’

‘Sister. Tell her. You know the laws better than anyone here!’

Juliana shook her head, her face a picture of misery.

‘Xander. Mother is right,’ she sobbed. ‘This can’t be done on her whim. These laws were handed down by the moon goddess herself in ages past.’

Xander laughed bitterly.

‘The moon goddess never existed, you fools. The whole religion thing is to just keep everyone in line. Throughout history religion has forced the peasant to bow and scrape to countless kings and queens as though they have been divinely consecrated!’

‘I may indeed be a fool, Xander,’ Juliana snapped, irritated by Xander’s comment. ‘But our laws and religion are entwined, and my answer stands.’

Xander’s hands shook as the gravity of his position sank in, and his eyes widened in panic.

‘I don’t want to go. Father saved the world once, so fighting Shinsen to save me shouldn’t prove too much trouble. You’ll save me, won’t you, Father?’

Taran shook his head, not even attempting to hide his grief.

Shinsen isn’t just the highest-ranked knight in the realm, but he is my finest friend. If he demanded justice and I fought in your stead, I would have to kill him. Is that what you want?’

‘It would prove that you love me!’ Xander cried.

‘Now it’s you being foolish!’ Juliana cried.

Everyone turned to her, surprised by her forcefulness.

‘You would ask father to kill his finest friend rather than simply ride away from a kingdom you’ve always hated. You want me to use my religious influence when you scoff at the very notion of the gods. Your selfishness shames you, brother!’

Maya laid her hand on Juliana’s shoulder.

‘This is NOT the time for us to fall out, Jul. This is a time for us to come together before we say our farewells.’

‘But I don’t want to go,’ Xander whimpered.

Taran tried to embrace his son, to no avail.

‘It isn’t a banishment, Xander,’ he said. ‘You can return in a few months once Shinsen’s grief has cooled. We know you didn’t mean to kill Rinsen, but for everyone’s sake, it’s better you aren’t around for a while.’

‘Oh no. Not for everyone. Just you and mother!’ Xander cried.

Taran’s shoulders slumped as he held back his all-consuming grief.

‘Your mother has readied two weeks of supplies and carries money to help you settle, but you’ll need to get yourself some work in time. Your gift will ensure any wealthy landowner or stablemaster will hire you. Your armour will remain here, but you can take your weapons.’

Xander kept shaking his head as if in denial.

‘Just tell me that you want me gone so you can be together. It’s so obvious! When the clans head south, and Juliana stays at the temple, you’ll be by yourselves, like it used to be. Like you want it to be!’

‘I can’t tell you that because it isn’t true.’ Taran replied.

‘Lies.’

‘Say goodbye to your brother, Juliana,’ Taran instructed, his voice breaking with emotion.

Juliana approached Xander, but he pushed her away.

Maya and Taran turned to Juliana, who was crying and held her close. They invited Xander to join them in the hug, but he shook his head vehemently.

The three of them mounted up and Xander watched them, his face seething with anger one moment, then looking lost the next.

Taran hoped with all his heart that Xander would say something, anything, to make this parting easier … but he didn’t.

Maya urged her horse between Taran and Juliana’s and reached out her arms. They both leant toward her.

‘I love you both,’ Maya whispered kissing both Juliana and Taran in turn.

‘I love you, Mother.’ Juliana replied.

‘I love you, my princess.’ Taran spoke softly, holding Maya’s hand tightly.

‘That’s it. Just leave me to manage all on my own,’ Xander yelled, kicking at the grass in frustration. ‘You don’t care what happens to me!’

Maya heeled her horse over and, despite her tears, gazed fondly down at her son.

‘You’ll never be alone, Xander, and you’re wrong, we do care. Now mount up. You and I have a long ride ahead of us because I’m going with you!’

***


Chapter IV










‘We have enough siege biscuits for a further three weeks. One week for here, then two weeks to return,’ Dristin said, eyeing the group around him. ‘Yastra has put containers on the walls to collect rainwater, assuming it rains. But there must be a water source in the keep, or they wouldn’t have built it here. Finding it is our first priority.’

Syran’s stomach gurgled horribly.

Dristin laughed. ‘Make finding the latrines a close second. We go in pairs and return back here once your first torch burns down. Syran, with me!’

Syran kept at Dristin’s side. The captain held a flickering torch aloft as they walked down the main hallway. They opened each set of doors they came across, finding many rooms piled with valuables.

‘Someone has already made a start for us,’ Dristin said as they gazed at a table covered in dusty silver cutlery and gold-plated goblets. But why?’

Syran thought back over what he knew. ‘I believe when Daleth led his army east, he left the civilian population behind. In the absence of any kind of law, chaos would have descended. The quick thinking seized the keep and barred the gates, hoping to take power and any remaining wealth.’

‘That makes sense.’ Dristin muttered as they peered into another room. ‘Those shut outside didn’t like it hence all the bodies as they fought amongst themselves to get in.’

Syran nodded in agreement.

‘Whoever made it inside collated the wealth, not realising how worthless it was when they’d eventually starve to death.’

Syran was silent, imagining those days of panic and mayhem as law and order were replaced by savagery.

‘The throne room is the next set of doors on the right!’ he said, suddenly aware of where they were. ‘That will be a good place to search. Kitchens often lead to the throne room, and where there’s a kitchen is a well.’ Syran wondered if he’d spoken out of place, but Dristin’s smile encouraged him to continue. ‘I, err, studied some floorplans of a palace once,’ he offered by way of explanation.

‘You’re not wrong, oh bookish one,’ Dristin laughed. ‘We’ll make a decent scout out of you yet!’

Syran glowed under the praise and stood back, allowing the captain to enter first.

Dristin whistled as he walked into the enormous hall.

‘I prefer the tall trees, plants and flowers of our swamp, but there is no denying the splendour of this place.’

Syran could only agree. The age and dust only added to the ambience as they walked in quietly, respectfully, as if it were a place of worship. The vaulted ceiling high above them was covered in artwork, old armour and weaponry were affixed to the walls, while flags still hung from poles. A thick carpet that gave off puffs of dust as they stepped upon it led up to the throne atop a stepped dais.

‘Let’s start there.’ Dristin pointed to an archway leading off the throne room. He laughed when he saw Syran’s desperate look. ‘I know you just want to study everything, but if we’re going to be here a week, we’ll be dead if it doesn’t rain. So, we find a well, then I’ll let you off the leash!’

The archway led to a corridor, where steps at the end led up, so they retraced their steps. Two other doors led into small antechambers, and nothing led off them.

Finally, a door opened onto a stairwell leading down into darkness. Both trod softly, not making any undue noise even if certain nothing else was there. However, as they came to a landing, three skeletons lay fallen on the floor across their path.

Dristin knelt to study them.

‘Look here,’ he said. ‘This one died from a stab wound to the chest. See where the blade notched the ribs here and here? That one, well, I warrant his missing lower arm was a bit of a problem, and our last friend, hmmm, with half his skull missing, I think that says enough.’

Dristin kicked them aside, leaving Syran feeling somewhat uncomfortable as the bones rattled away.

The steps continued perpendicular to the first flight, whilst below them, a chamber was slowly revealed.

‘By the gods, take a look at that,’ Dristin murmured, his steps unconsciously slowing.

Syran realised he was shaking his head in disbelief as he followed Dristin. At their feet was a scene of carnage, with fifty or so skeletons scattered around the room.

The style of fireplace in one corner, stone tables abutting the walls, and upturned wooden benches amongst the bones indicated this had once been a kitchen.

A couple of wall brackets held old torches, which Dristin lit, shedding further light on the scene. Tarnished and pitted swords and axes lay scattered around, showing that these people had entered combat armed and ready.

‘Through there?’ Syran suggested, pointing to an archway.

Dristin led the way, stepping over the ancient remains. Everywhere he looked, grinning skulls stared back. As they passed through the arch, a splintered wooden frame and some scattered planks testified that the door had been forced.

‘We found the storerooms,’ Dristin said, ‘and I wouldn’t be surprised if this lot fought to control the last bit of food before it ran out.’

Syran nodded. Remains were everywhere. Several other rooms led off, some held empty shelves, others benches, but every one contained skeletons.

‘In here,’ Dristin said, using his torch to burn away some cobwebs that stretched across the entirety of an archway. ‘I knew I could smell water.’

Sure enough, a low circular wall surrounded a gaping black hole in the ground. A wooden frame stood over the well, and several old buckets attached to lengths of frayed rope lay discarded in a corner. Dristin picked up a small stone and tossed it over the edge. Shortly after, there was a plop, and he turned to Syran, smiling.

‘We’ll have to boil it, but as we’ve been drinking swamp water our whole lives, I think we’ll be fine.’

Syran was a little less sure, but Dristin was beaming and turned back the way they’d come. With a final look around, Syran hastily followed, the thought of being left down here in the dark petrifying.

As they reached the throne room, he choked back a scream as two figures emerged from behind a pillar to confront them.

‘Captain,’ said Yastra. ‘We’ve found something quite unbelievable. You have to see it.’

Dristin clapped Syran on the back.

‘That’s why we’ve got you, my friend.’

Syran’s thirst for knowledge burned away his fear. This was exactly why he was here.

***

No fear, bruise or upset stomach could dampen Syran’s mood as he hurried after the others. Even the death of the three hunters seemed insignificant compared to what they’d already discovered, and every room they passed through promised more.

Whilst they’d yet to stumble across any chests full of gold coins or jewels, from what he’d already seen, the wealth left behind in this old castle was still breathtaking.

Recovering it before the Freestates expedition got underway was of the utmost importance. The benefit these treasures would bring to his countryfolk, most of whom eked out a frugal existence, would be substantial once they were traded.

But first, they had to be transported back through a land that had already proved hazardous and, at times, deadly.

Syran smiled. His mind calculating what would be required.

Sufficient engineers and craftsman to build land bridges across the treacherous marshes. Two thousand Eyre archers to secure the route and handle anything the rotting Ember kingdom could throw at it. Small, lightweight wagons to transfer the items of wealth swiftly and efficiently.

With a satisfied grunt, Syran picked up his pace and hurried after the others. They descended another stairwell, and Syran’s smile faded. He had no wish to look upon the remains of another ancient slaughter if that’s what Yastra had brought them to see.

Yet, as the chamber below came into view, light spilled steadily across the bottom few steps, and Syran hurried to stand amongst the others.

‘I’ve never seen anything like this before,’ Dristin said in a hushed voice.

The four of them were silent as they gazed around the huge chamber. There were some skeletons, but that wasn’t what Yastra had brought them here to see. Nor was it the hundreds of oiled weapons that still glinted in their racks affixed to the walls. Syran walked forward slowly, unable to believe his eyes.

He walked between huge columns of stone that supported the castle above them, absently tracing his fingers across their surface. Normally he would have taken the time to study their construct, to memorise the material, the shape, and the dimensions. But instead, his footsteps took him unerringly toward a dais that gave a commanding view around the whole chamber. A chamber that could comfortably hold hundreds.

A chamber that should have been pitch black outside the light of their torches, but was instead in places, as bright as day.

‘What do you think, Scholar?’ Yastra asked, moving to stand alongside Syran as he stared into the glowing light of an orb. It was affixed to a wall bracket at head height before him. ‘Can you feel the warmth it gives off? It’s like standing under the sun!’

‘It’s incredible,’ Syran muttered. ‘It appears the myths about magic and mages in times past, are actually true. For what else can this be, but a magic orb?’ He glanced around the chamber. ‘There are nearly a dozen here. The value of these alone are beyond measure, and to know that magic exists beyond just old tales is almost beyond belief.’

Dristin laughed, a warm sound that seemed at odds in a chamber where dealing death had obviously been honed to perfection.

‘These baubles are all well and good, but they must be a right pain when you want to go to sleep!’

‘I hadn’t thought of that!’ Syran frowned.

Dristin’s torch was burning low, so he tossed it to the flagstones and rolled it on the floor to extinguish it.

’Still, they’ll come in really useful, that’s for sure.’

Dristin gingerly touched the closest orb, ensuring it wasn’t hot. Grinning in satisfaction, he attempted to lift it from the bracket. When it resisted his efforts, he shrugged and grasped it firmly.

Syran grimaced. This was a magical artefact, and Dristin was treating it like a jug of ale.

With a grunt, the captain twisted, and it came loose.

‘Simple,’ he said. Lifting it free.

In the blink of an eye, the orb went dark.

Dristin shook it, and when nothing happened, he tried again, to no avail.

‘The damn thing broke!’

Syran lunged forward just as Dristin was about to cast it aside and grabbed it. He marvelled at its weight and smooth texture. It certainly wasn’t hollow, but nor was it solid either.

‘Would you cast a sword aside just because the edge was dulled?’ he scolded in response to Dristin’s raised eyebrow.

He replaced it on the bracket, but it stayed dark. Then he noticed that it wasn’t perfectly circular, a small area was flattened, and he positioned it at the bottom.

Syran breathed a sigh of relief as the light blinked on again.

When he lifted it off it blinked out, only to lighten and warm his face the moment he placed it back down.

‘He’s like a child with a new toy,’ Yastra said, chuckling kindly.

Dristin snorted in amusement.

‘It won’t work if it’s separated from the bracket,’ Syran announced softly.

‘Dristin and Yastra laughed, and Syran looked over, perplexed.

‘We might just be uneducated hunters, but we’d already worked that one out!’ Dristin said and slapped Syran on the shoulder. ‘Now. You’ve got a spark stone. Yes?’

Syran nodded.

‘Then, you can find your way back with that torch,’ and he kicked the one discarded on the floor. ‘However, for the next hour, you can stay here and play with your orbs!’

Yastra and Dristin couldn’t stop laughing as they walked back to the stairwell.

Syran might have been frightened to be left here alone any other time, but he was already moving forward to peer closely at the bracket. The thirst for knowledge conquering his fear.

***

Syran sat on the floor, the extinguished orb on his lap.

‘The orb is approximately two hands in diameter and gives out as much light as six torches,’ he murmured softly, committing everything to memory.

‘It appears to be made of glass, yet is more robust. There are no markings of any kind to mar its surface, which is completely uniform except for a flattened area designed to stop it rolling away.’

Syran placed the orb on the flagstones, then gasped in delight as the orb shone once again. It wasn’t the bracket, the orb just had to be placed on its base!

To make sure, he rolled it slightly to one side, and sure enough, the light disappeared. Picking it up, he held it in his hands, one firmly placed against the base. Nothing. Yet when he turned it so the flat area was underneath, the orb came to life.

It had to be upright and touching something.

A few minutes later, his theory was well and truly proved, at least with this orb.

He replaced it on its bracket and walked toward an orb that lit the dais. He wouldn’t need to test his theory with all the orbs in the room, but he wanted to be thorough.

The weapons lining the walls on their racks drew his attention. Some were heavy wooden practice weapons, others were steel. All had been heavily oiled and were in perfect condition despite their age. The Eyre only used shortswords and daggers being somewhat diminutive compared to their Freestates and Horselord trading partners, and Syran whistled through his teeth at the size of the weapons immediately before him. Only someone of a gigantic stature could have wielded these.

A cold shiver ran down his spine as he looked around the chamber. Every other weapon in sight was of a more standard size, which likely meant …

These were Daleth’s old practice weapons!

He ran his fingers over the hilt of a massive great sword. Weapons normally held no allure for him, but to actually touch a weapon that was once wielded by the Witch King himself! These items were historic and should be in a museum.

Not that the Eyre had museums, only The Freestates did. Hmmm. It seemed some things might still end up in their hands … at a price!

Syran stood before the next orb. It pulsed ever so slightly, emitting a gentle warmth, reminding him of the sun, and he wondered if his skin would darken from too much exposure.

So many questions remained of just one magical item. If only he could see inside one. Dare he smash an orb to satisfy his curiosity?

Maybe, but not yet.

Just ratify your findings, then rejoin the others, he thought. The hunters would be ecstatic if he returned with a light source that didn’t smoke and needed replacing all the time.

He reached out and took hold of the next orb. Like the first, it seemed affixed in some way. He knew certain objects, mostly metals, could stick together, attracted by some unseen means, so he twisted like Dristin had done to break the seal.

Despite grunting with the effort, it refused to come free. This was a stubborn one.

Syran carefully leaned his weight forward, bringing it to bear, then stumbled in surprise as the orb moved, albeit not freely.

Instead, the bracket rotated, and suddenly dust cascaded down from the ceiling as the section of wall adjacent to the orb began to move.

He leapt back in shock as hidden gears rattled. The scraping of stone against stone set his teeth on edge as an arm-span of wall first moved back, then slid sideways to reveal a previously hidden entrance.

With a thud, all movement ceased, and Syran stood there silently, waiting for his pulse to settle. A dust-covered and frayed curtain obscured what lay beyond, but from the light spilling through the tears, it was also lit by orbs.

Syran considered alerting Dristin, but there was nothing dangerous left in this ancient keep. He would reveal his discovery once he’d had the time to see what the wall had kept secret.

He pulled on the curtain, only for it to disintegrate under his touch. It collapsed in a fine cloud, revealing a chamber behind.

Syran couldn’t believe his eyes.

Two light globes provided illumination, and at first glance, there were no treasures or items of material wealth. However, on a personal level, he’d just discovered something of immeasurable value … a library.

He stood transfixed as if under a spell, taking it all in.

Immediately beyond the fallen curtain, open on the floor, was a book, the wooden reading stand from which it had tumbled, lying fallen alongside. A carpet of thick dust covered everything, deeper than anywhere else in the keep, intimating it had lain undisturbed far longer than the keep had been devoid of habitation, perhaps even predating Daleth’s rule.

Syran pressed his hands together as if in prayer, peering closer, delaying his moment of gratification, imprinting every detail in his mind.

Beyond the fallen reading stand, three ornately framed paintings hung on the rear wall immediately caught the eye. The subject matter was indiscernible due to dust and aging, but they certainly deserved closer inspection to see what they depicted.

Below them stood three exquisitely carved desks.

It was apparent that some frenzied vandalism or violence had taken place before the chamber was sealed because, despite the dust, obvious gouges, dents, and splinters marred the once-polished wood. A small chest sat askew on one, and two others lay nearby on the floor.

On the side walls, broken shelving hung from twisted brackets, and the few remaining intact were stacked with scrolls. Finally, an arch in the far left corner led into a room beyond.

Having garnered all he could from where he stood, Syran stepped forward, placing his feet slowly to disturb the dust as little as possible.

He wanted to run around with joy like a child in a cake shop and touch everything all at once, but instead forced himself to a measured tread around the room toward the arch. Stepping through, a bigger chamber awaited, and this one looked to be a workshop or laboratory of some kind.

Filthy tubes, glass bowls, jars full of powders and strange objects were everywhere. Unlike the first room, signs of violence were far less evident, and his heart sang with joy.

Perhaps this was where the orbs were made, and if he could somehow discern how that was done ...

His thirst for knowledge was nigh on overwhelming and he would catalogue and try to identify everything before he moved anything or looked into things.

Dristin would be expecting him back soon, so he returned to the smaller entrance chamber.

Carefully, he set the reading stand upright, wondering what calamitous event had struck here. Something tugged at his senses, and he closed his eyes. Moments later, the history of the Ember Kingdom and the myths surrounding its downfall came to mind. He visualised every journal, note or page he’d ever read on the subject. There were thousands, and they whistled past as if blown by a ferocious gale.

Then a perfect calm descended.

A page hung in his thoughts, a written account by one of the Witch King’s surviving soldiers, of which there were few. The memory of its contents returned immediately. It held the mention of how Daleth had kept a daemon-possessed warrior as a companion, a warrior who had supposedly once been a member of King Ander’s bodyguard.

More pages whistled, his unconsciousness discarding hundreds of pages every second until another hung before him, its contents revealed in a heartbeat.

A description of the mythical final battle of King Anders and his daemon-possessed bodyguard witnessed by a long-dead peasant. It detailed how a few thousand had almost defeated the invading Witch King’s gigantic horde.

But what did these myths have to do with this room, and what was his gift trying to tell him?

He knew he just had to be patient and remain calm. His gift always helped him find the answer if the knowledge was inside him.

Trembling with suppressed emotion, he knelt next to the fallen tome and blew the dust from its open pages. On the faded parchment were inked loathsome creatures and glyphs that seemed to shift slightly as he looked upon them. The figures were demonic, red-eyed and sharp of claw, but were also ethereal, or perhaps that was just the ravages of time on the ink.

Despite the chill in his bones, a rising warmth swiftly banished it as, like the sun rising over the horizon, the answer to his question was revealed.

Just as with the orbs and the old stories of mages wielding magic was true, so was the daemonic possession of the defending army. He somehow knew that it was from this very room that King Ander’s mages had summoned the daemons to possess his men.

Could this fallen ancient artefact, contain the spell that had brought forth the evil spirits of the fabled seven hells? If so, what other knowledge or spells might be contained within its pages and the numerous scrolls this room contained?

He knew that whatever language, script, glyph or rune these spells or enchantments were written in, his gift would, in time, be able to decipher it. The thought had his heart beating in a frenzy. Of all the knowledge he had acquired or ever thought to acquire, this would eclipse everything.

But as his fingers brushed aside the dust to grasp the tome, it crumbled like dry sand under his touch.

A sob of horrified disbelief at his desecration echoed mournfully back at him. The untold knowledge that had been snatched from him was like the loss of a limb, it hurt so acutely.

Damn his clumsy fumblings!

‘Calm down, Syran,’ he whispered, getting sorrowfully to his feet. He knew there was nothing anyone could have done to save something that was already beyond hope, but he still felt personally responsible.

As he gazed around the room through teary eyes, the scrolls drew him forward like a moth to a flame. What wonders might they reveal? Yet a further cry of despair was torn from deep within as every time he touched one, it collapsed in on itself, the treasures they held forever beyond his reach.

Syran sniffed, realising for the first time he was crying, utterly bereft. Better he hadn’t discovered this tome and the scrolls than to have had his hopes of enlightenment raised to the heavens, then dashed to the hells.

However, there were still the three chests.

He approached the chest on the desk and gently brushed off the dust, half afraid that this too, would crumble away. Fortunately, it was solid, fashioned from some kind of polished black rock, inlaid with silver and gold. As he dusted it off, an inscription was revealed. Even as he gazed upon the unfamiliar writing, his gift began to manifest itself. The strange glyphs twisted and turned in his mind, merging and reforming. It would take many days, if not weeks, to understand their meaning, although he couldn’t wait that long to see if it held anything.

He carefully repositioned the chest in the middle of the desk. It had a simple clasp holding it closed, and he lifted the lid slowly, afraid of what he might damage if his actions were too swift.

Then he let the lid go. It banged as it fell backwards, its empty interior mocking him, leaving him feeling the same. The painting above caught his sorrowful gaze, and even though it was nigh on impossible to discern, something about it made him feel slightly uncomfortable.

Sighing, he moved to the two chests on the ground, covered in the dust of decades.

‘You don’t belong there,’ he muttered sadly, and, grunting with strain, lifted and returned them to the desks from which they’d been thrown.

‘Let’s take a look at you, shall we,’ he said, noting that the second chest he’d placed on the table had a reddish tint to the multifaceted sides under the dust.

As he gently brushed it aside, it rose up in protest, causing him to sneeze.

‘SYRAN!’ Dristin’s voice echoed down the stairwell. ‘Join us in the throne room!’

‘Damn,’ Syran cursed. Patience was not one of his virtues.

He’d look just a little more.

The runes on the lid were similar to that of the first, and he took a moment to commit them to memory.

A heavy latch on his chest initially resisted his efforts, but as he applied a little more pressure, it came free. His hands were damp with nervous sweat as he lifted the lid, which slipped from his fingers, and banged shut.

His curses rang loud, mocking him for his clumsiness.

With trembling hands, he opened the chest again.

Inside, highlighted against the red velvet interior, lay a tome.

The cover was pristine, black as night, and untouched by dust. Gingerly, Syran ran his fingers over the cover and found it cold and unyielding. Runes were inlaid into the metal bound cover which he found strangely unsettling to the eye so he decided to pay them attention later. Ever so carefully, he lifted the cover, and to his delight, the pages beneath, while obviously ancient, were crisp and undamaged. He ran his fingers over the edges and gently fanned the first few pages which remained intact.

With a delighted snort, he tucked it inside his shirt. He’d let the others exult in their gold, this was his treasure.

He had a book to read, and he couldn’t wait!

***

Taran lay back, gazing up at the stars.

A week had gone by since Maya and Xander had left, and his heart felt torn asunder. Terrible memories of his separation from Maya when she was spirited away by King Tristan resurfaced, and he angrily thrust them aside.

Such totally different circumstances, yet they evoked the same emotions.

Maya loved him, and was taking care of their son until it was safe for Xander to return if he chose to do so. So why did it feel like a knife was twisting in his gut?

It wasn’t as though they hadn’t spent time apart over the years. Duties sometimes separated them. Taran often visited Freeguard and Freemantle to discuss trade and to maintain close ties. Maya enjoyed her hunting trips, keeping her skills honed, and when the clans drifted across the plains as per their nomadic lifestyle, she occasionally led a separate force to Taran. Shinsen took another and Rakan the fourth.

These absences kept their relationship fresh and healthy.

No, this feeling wasn’t about Maya; it was because of Xander and not knowing whether he’d see him again. As soon as he considered the thought, the knife in his stomach resumed its twisting.

He’d always accepted that Xander would one day leave the Horselords, and nor would he be the first knight who left to explore the world they’d helped save. Yet Taran had hoped his son would be older and more capable before doing so, for despite Xander’s gift and knightly skills, Taran feared for him.

His curse would make life difficult for him everywhere, and more worryingly was that the things he said could end up with him killed or killing someone over the offence he caused. He wouldn’t even find a place within a band of brigands.

The only reason he’d lasted so long in the Horselords was because of his family and the close-knit community who understood his curse.

‘Take good care of him, my love,’ he whispered at the stars, ‘and take good care of yourself too.’

He sighed, feeling the need for company, stood, then swung up into the saddle of his patiently waiting mount.

Distant campfires flickered like fireflies on the horizon, and there, standing over everything, was the giant moonwood tree that had never stopped growing in all these years.

‘Let’s head home, eh boy?’ he said, half to himself, half to the horse as he leant forward to give it a reassuring scratch on the neck. He turned its head toward the beckoning lights and urged the gelding into a trot, not willing to risk riding faster at night without need.

As he drew closer, the sound of revelry drove away his sadness.

The midsummer celebrations were a time of such great joy and pride for the knights of the clans who roamed the grasslands. It wasn’t just the chance to pit their martial skills against others on a daily basis. For many, it was reaffirming the loving bonds with their youngest children. Children they hadn’t seen for months who’d studied under the clan elders and the acolytes of the moon goddess in their parents’ absence.

Upon reaching the outskirts of the sprawling encampment, he dismounted and, taking the horse’s reins, led him toward the village. He was far happier sleeping under the stars or in a tent as opposed to a lodge, but he had to be easily found as the defacto ruler in Maya’s absence.

Returning had been the right thing to do. These people were also his family, and they reached out, calling his name, inviting him to drink at their fires. So he stopped every few paces, accepting sips from proffered goblets and occasional platters of meat. He exclaimed at the strength and size of the young children when introduced and exchanged warm embraces with those who’d become like brothers and sisters after decades at their side.

He might not have had his old gift of reading minds and thoughts, but he didn’t need to. They loved him, and at times he was brought close to tears by their words and shared memories.

‘Taran!’

It was the hundredth time he’d heard his name called, but this time it was different. It was choked with alcohol and emotion, and his heart sank.

‘Shinsen.’

Here was his old friend, and he was almost unrecognisable. Taran was at a loss. He’d been at Shinsen’s side when Rinsen had died, the knight’s cry of heartbroken grief tearing at his conscience as if he himself were to blame. Shinsen had thrust him away when he’d tried to console him, and behind the tears had been a barely restrained anger that led to Taran sending Xander away.

He’d kept his distance when Rinsen had been laid upon a pyre, his ashes rising to meet the moon, not wanting to impose on his friend’s mourning.

Now here was Shinsen, surrounded by laughing fathers and mothers, sons and daughters, whilst he drowned in sorrow. He’d never remarried or even coupled after Shinmata’s death, and there was no one to share the burden of loss with him.

‘I’ve been looking for you!’

People around fell silent, more in respect for Shinsen’s grief than to eavesdrop on their conversation, but Taran knew every word they exchanged would be heard. As the two most senior knights, they couldn’t be seen to bicker.

‘Then let us retire to my lodge and drink together as friends.’

‘Friends? My son is dead, and because of you, I can’t claim the goddess's judgement. Is that what friends do?’

Shinsen spat the words as he staggered forward, almost tripping over a burning log that sent embers flying angrily into the air. With clenched fists and a flushed face, Taran knew what was coming even absent his gift.

Shinsen’s anger was too high to placate or restrain him, and putting him down would humiliate his friend so much that Taran didn’t dare take that route. Thankfully, Shinsen wasn’t armoured or armed, but despite nearing seventy, he was as solidly muscled as knights half his age and twice as skilled. Taran hoped he was as drunk as he looked.

Like a wolf coming in for the kill, Shinsen stalked toward Taran. Several people went to intervene, suddenly aware of Shinsen’s intent, but Taran waved them back and opened his arms.

Eyes red, puffy and blurred from the tears running down his unshaven cheeks, Shinsen’s first wild punch glanced off Taran’s right cheek. The next was a solid hook to the side of his head, and Taran rolled slightly, negating some of its impact.

‘Fight me, damn you!’ Shinsen snarled and punched Taran in the mouth, splitting his lip and sending him back two steps. Blood ran freely to drip off Taran’s chin, and as if spurred into action by the sight, Shinsen unleashed a barrage of blows to the head and stomach.

Taran didn’t try to avoid or block any of them although he moved with the blows and turned his face away. He’d been in dozens of fights as a youth, and had never lost despite being hit by far bigger men than Shinsen, but the knight’s rage gave him strength.

The campfire began to blur, the sounds of the distant revelry faded, and Taran could hear his own heart beating wildly.

A vicious blow to the stomach had Taran sink to one knee, gasping as he tried to catch his breath. A kick followed and he was staring up at the stars again for the second time that night.

Groaning, he rolled to his side, then painfully pushed himself to his feet, spitting blood as he did so. Shinsen was breathing hard, the tears still flowing. Taran didn’t know how much more he could take before Shinsen killed him, but he staggered to stand in front of his friend.

‘My son died because of your son!’ Shinsen wept, then flung himself at Taran. This time, Shinsen grasped Taran’s shoulders and Taran waited for the headbutt that would smash his face, only it didn’t arrive.

Those scarred arms slowly wrapped around Taran’s shoulders, pulling him into an embrace, which Taran responded to in kind.

‘I loved him, you know,’ Shinsen sobbed piteously. ‘I was so proud of him every single day.’

‘I loved him too,’ Taran replied, his tears and blood dripping unchecked onto Shinsen’s back.

‘Can we have that drink at your lodge?’ Shinsen asked. ‘We can remember the old times, when we were young, and … and Rinsen too!’

Taran nodded wearily, broken yet happy.

‘Will you forgive me, my friend?’ Shinsen asked as Taran sank to his knees, no longer able to stand.

‘Only if you can help me get there,’ Taran muttered, clasping Shinsen’s hand to be hauled to his feet once more. ‘Oh, and try using your hips more when you punch!’

***


Chapter V










Dristin smiled approvingly, and a few hunters gave a small round of applause as Syran closed his journal with a flourish and a thump.

Syran looked around the throne room, lit by several magic orbs they’d brought up from below. They shed their unfading light over dozens of chests filled with valuables … paintings, golden goblets, exquisite statues and more. He’d weighed and catalogued these items for the next expedition to collect. His journal was full, and yet there were a thousand more items still within the keep to document.

Frustratingly, their supplies dictated they begin their return home on the morrow. Syran knew the hunters couldn’t wait to leave this stone tomb, whereas he couldn’t wait to return.

‘Well done, Scholar,’ Yastra said with a bright smile, sweeping her hands around the room. ‘You’ve done good work.’

‘True words,’ Dristin added. ‘As everyone knows, I didn’t want Syran along to start, but he’s now one of us. He not only saved our skins but took on the most boring job without complaint, thus saving our sanity!’

Everyone laughed, and another small round of applause followed.

Syran warmed inside.

He’d never fitted into Eyre culture. He was neither dextrous nor sharp-eyed. He was also weak and terribly clumsy at times. Combined, these meant he was useless as a hunter, a farmer, or any kind of craftsman. Fortunately, his gift had manifested itself at a young age, and so he was at best tolerated and at worst ridiculed as a scholar.

Yet, here he was, and these hunters, these tough men and women, were treating him with genuine warmth and respect. They’d accepted him, and ‘scholar’ was now a badge of honour, not of disgrace.

He felt a little guilty about keeping the hidden chambers to himself. He’d successfully sealed the secret door, but there was no hiding the tome he’d found. Not that any of the hunters had shown the slightest bit of interest.

He'd stared at its pages each night before the orbs were rolled over to allow everyone to sleep. Never before had it taken him this long to understand a script. It seemed so familiar, so close, but remained stubbornly beyond his reach.

He took the tome and sat on a chair fit for a king. It was beautifully crafted, and the workmanship was not lost on him. Perhaps he could claim it for his own … and an orb. They would fit perfectly into his treetop study. It was a small price to pay for his services!

‘You’ve been studying that book the whole week,’ Dristin called over, interrupting his thoughts. ‘You cradle it in your arms like a baby!’

‘Perhaps he could read us a bedtime story,’ Yastra quipped.

Dristin chuckled, pointing at the book. ‘What’s it about?’

Syran turned it over in his hands, marvelling at the sensations it evoked within him. He couldn’t wait to unwrap its secrets, just like a child receiving a birthing day present.

‘I don’t know yet. I can read the sigils and runes, but I can’t make sense of them. I don’t know how long before I understand their meaning, but the challenge of unlocking its secrets is intoxicating,’ he responded with a smile.

‘But I thought your gift allowed you to learn everything and understand anything?’ Fastal teased.

Syran nodded thoughtfully. ‘It’s true. But I often struggle to understand what you’re saying, and we supposedly speak the same language!’

Silence fell around the chamber, and Syran quaked, wondering how he’d dared make fun of the deadly hunter.

However, it was suddenly shattered by roaring laughter.

Fastal was amongst the loudest, and he smiled warmly at Syran.

‘Your words are as sharp as a sword, my friend. I stand defeated by your wit.’

‘On your feet, Scholar,’ Dristin commanded. ‘In the absence of a bard, we’ve only got you to keep us entertained. So, even if it’s just a recipe book, read us a little!’

Syran laughed in embarrassment but didn’t need a second invitation. He stood and leant against the centre table to better use an orb’s light. He even glanced at the dais and toyed with the idea of sitting on the throne while he read, but discarded the idea.

The hunters gathered at his feet like children in a lesson, jostling each other as they settled into a semi-circle. Several chewed on the hard siege biscuits they’d brought with them, but all of them looked at him expectantly.

Syran knew he’d remember this moment for the rest of his life. He wasn’t just accepted, he was being looked up to.

The tome felt strangely heavy in his hands as he carefully opened the cover. His gift caused the runes to reshape and reform, and it wouldn’t be long before he understood them as easily as the common tongue spoken across every nation. But he didn’t need to understand just yet. He’d allow his gift to read whatever was written and let his audience decide whether he should carry on.

He chuckled.

What if it was a recipe book or some bedtime tales?

‘Ssssh,’ someone whispered comically, and Syran rolled his eyes as these tough-as-nails hunters behaved like children before they finally quietened.

‘It might take a short while for my gift to translate, so bear with me,’ Syran advised, ensuring the hunters gave him a little time before any jeering started.

Syran returned his attention to the book, the steady glow of the orb shed its warm light over the pages, and took a deep breath.

He relaxed, trying not to understand the words as he began to speak, allowing his gift full reign.

‘Al nak asrul.’

A hunter chuckled, but Syran ignored her.

‘Us def festul.’

‘Fastal. This book mentions you. Damn, you’re old!’

More soft laughter echoed around the room.

‘Deemos ancin saleen.’

‘Sounds like Dristin when he’s had too many ales!’

A cold wind blew through the throne room, and the orbs flickered.

The laughter and jokes continued but with a nervous edge.

‘Angrim helos an grimdor.’

Whispers filled the room, and the hunters rose to their feet.

Syran felt a chill down the back of his spine.

‘Shut that book,’ Dristin ordered, his eyes darting around, trying to pierce the shadows that still held sway over the corners of the throne room.

Syran didn’t need any encouragement. There was suddenly something wrong with this book and the text that hadn’t been apparent before. Pictures appeared and faded on the pages, but try as he might, he couldn’t shut it nor drag his eyes away. The pages suddenly began turning of their own accord.

‘Catorphis anduran selis mortalis.’

‘I said shut that damned book!’ Dristin shouted angrily.

Syran tried to do as commanded, drag his eyes away, and even clamp his mouth shut, but his body was no longer its own master.

‘Galgoth, Raptos, Syralis!’

Syran could hear himself shouting word after word, and a gale buffeted the hunters around him. Bloody tears ran down his cheeks and fell to the pages, where they were absorbed and vanished without trace.

‘What the hells is that?’ Yastra shouted.

Syran could make out a vortex forming. It was dark, and eldritch lightning flickered within.

‘Get that book!’ Dristin yelled.

Fastal leaned into the wind and approached Syran. He grabbed the book, then stumbled backwards, letting out a brief scream.

Before everyone’s unbelieving eyes, ice encased his hands and then shot up his arms to cover his body and head. He stood, frozen in a terrified rictus, before toppling to the ground, where his body shattered into a thousand crystallised pieces.

The hunters grabbed chairs and tried to knock Syran down, but even though his skin split under the blows, he couldn’t stop.

Syran saw Dristin approach through a reddish blur, his short sword raised. The sword swept down, shattering into a hundred pieces as it hit the book.

Shards flew everywhere, and Syran knew he was cut, but nothing could interrupt his chanting. The words spewed from his mouth faster and faster, the pages flipping before him as if driven by the wind that still howled around them.

He so desperately wanted to stop. Darkness infused every word he uttered. This was a spell that should never have been spoken, and his pride and impatience had set it free. Then finally, his gift translated what he was reading, and the words flowing past his lips made sense, and he realised he was uttering a spell to summon the …

No! It couldn’t be!

He was relieved when Dristin raised his bow.

***

Dristin yanked his arrow free from Syran’s eye socket and glanced in remorse at the corpse of someone he’d come to see as a friend.

He couldn’t believe what was happening. The other hunters, all familiar with death, were also shocked, not just by Fastal or Syran’s death but by the vortex. Despite Syran’s death, it continued to grow and now touched the ceiling high above, growing in intensity.

Ice crystals formed where it touched the floor, and the throne room's air temperature began to plummet.

Dristin hastily dragged Syran’s body to a corner, pulling down an old tapestry to act as a shroud. He was not a man of prayer, and nothing he was taught as a child came to mind. Not that they had the time.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said gruffly. ‘Truly, I am.’

The book Syran had been reading from lay closed on the floor, and Dristin’s cold fingers fumbled in his pouch for a sparkstone. Better this evil book and whatever it contained was in ashes.

‘Grab anything that burns, let's flame that book, then get the hells out of here,’ he shouted, aware of his breath pluming before him and frost spreading across the floor.

Part of the roof disintegrated, and stone blocks fell as the vortex shot into the sky, growing with every second, the roof timbers spiralling upwards with it.

‘There’s something up in the vortex,’ a hunter exclaimed.

Dristin peered into its swirling depths. Indeed, a dark shadow was emerging, growing with every passing moment, a piece of tranquillity slowly descending despite the raging wind. The shadow took shape and form, and then, was spewn out onto the throne room floor.

Dristin and his hunters all jumped back, arrows nocked as a shrouded figure knelt before them, hands on the floor, head down. It was hard to discern whether a cloak or a cloud clothed whatever had come through. Everything was indistinct, somehow blurred.

Was it long hair that hung down, black, curled and shiny or a veil that masked the face? The cold intensified, radiating outward from this thing, and Dristin shivered.

Despite being on hands and knees, this man or woman was huge.

‘Are those wings?’ Yastra shouted above the howling.

Dristin peered closer. It was hard to be sure, but there was something moving above the creature’s back that, whilst almost invisible, had been spotted by Yastra’s keen eyesight. He was, however, more concerned by the sword and dagger at its waist, the hilts of which boasted sickly green gems pulsing on the pommels. They weren’t scabbarded or attached by any visible means; just floating at its hips.

Whatever it was, this thing had been summoned from somewhere where it should have stayed, forever. Dristin’s instincts screamed at him to either kill it or run for his life.

He’d never been one for running.

But before he could draw his bowstring, Yastra hurried forward.

‘He might need help!’ she yelled, reaching out toward the figure.

‘Are you crazy? Get away, Yas,’ Dristin shouted, his voice shaking.

Dristin’s bow thrummed, as did those of the hunters around him.

Arrow after arrow slammed into the figure. It rolled onto its back, howling in agony, fingers clawing at the air. Dristin could now see it was male, black as tar, huge, at least twice his height, with blunted, rough, human-like features.

He put his last arrow through the temple, wondering how he could have found his mark when his hands trembled so much.

Dristin shook his head in disbelief at what pay before him, the darkness of the creature palpable even in death.

The vortex showed no sign of closing, and Dristin stepped forward to get a better look at the dead creature but stopped short as it moaned.

A matt, black hand grabbed Yastra’s shirt and yanked her down. There was a swift movement, and she fell away, the evil dagger the size of a small sword buried in her chest.

‘Brave, but foolish!’ a voice like rustling dead leaves whispered as green eyes glowed malevolently like the gems on its weapon hilts.

Dristin leapt back as the monster or demon sat, the arrows that had pierced it falling to the floor one by one, its wounds closing.

‘What the hells is that?’ Kester demanded.

‘Galmoth!’ the ancient voice rattled in response. ‘Kneel before me or die!’

Tesra, who was as proficient with the sword as he was with the bow, leapt forward, thrusting his shortsword into Galmoth’s chest, pitching the beast to its back.

Spurred on by Tesra’s attack, Dristin, along with his remaining hunters, began stabbing in a frenzy, piercing Galmoth’s body over and again.

Tesra cried out and stumbled backwards, but Dristin noticed Galmoth’s hand wrapped around his ankle. Vander struggled to his right, equally restrained, and Dristin swore he heard their bones break before they collapsed to the ground, writhing in agony.

Their cries intensified as frost began creeping over their bodies as they tried to pull themselves free.

‘By the gods!’ Dristin whispered, backstepping, trying unsuccessfully to drag Tesra away as Galmoth rose to his feet, all sign of injury absent. The huge sword at Galmoth’s waist whined as it was freed from whatever held it in place and then sang as it cut through the air. It batted aside the light shortsword Aldrul raised to parry it, cleaving through the hunter’s face.

Galmoth leapt forward, that huge blade sweeping with such force that Dristin had to let go of Tesra’s hand to throw himself backwards, feeling the breath of air as it passed over his rolling body.

As he came to his feet, two more hunters were down, and both Tesra and Vander had been killed where they lay.

He backed away toward the throne room door, snatching up a fallen sword, his two remaining hunters beside him.

The hideous sword lunged, and Dristin deflected it. Kester took the opportunity to step in and skewer Galmoth’s forearm provoking a roar of pain.

Galmoth yanked his stricken arm back, pulling Kester off balance, and Dristin watched in horror as that evil blade cut another hunter down.

It was just him and Suriya left.

This fight had been lost from the outset, but there hadn’t been a chance to disengage. As Galmoth advanced, Dristin watched in horror as other dark forms swirled in the vortex.

Galmoth looked over his shoulder, following Dristin’s disbelieving gaze.

‘Ah. My brethren will soon be joining me!’

Suriya turned and sprinted for the throne room doors.

Dristin followed just behind, only to slip on the frosted tiles. Just as she made it, something whined past Dristin’s head, and Suriya fell, Galmoth’s green dagger between her shoulder blades.

Dristin scrambled on his hands and knees, his breath coming in ragged gasps, more from panic than exhaustion, expecting to be cut down at any moment. Yet he regained his feet and made it out into the hallway.

A roar of frustration and the sound of wood sundering told him Galmoth was hindered by the jammed throne room door.

He tripped and fell again, the light in the passageway almost non-existent, and he skidded along the floor, losing his sword. He didn’t try to find it but pushed toward the faint square of grey that outlined the closed doors to the keep.

He put his shoulder under the locking bar and almost sobbed in relief as he lifted it free first time with a strength born of desperation. He pushed frantically on the door, but it refused to move no matter how hard he tried.

PULL, not push, you fool!

This time, the door opened, and he ran out into the night, his chest heaving and heart thumping as he headed toward the curtain wall and the outer gate. He glanced behind to see the top of the vortex as wide as the keep surrounded by heavy, dark clouds. Then, snow began falling, large, wet flakes, despite it being midsummer.

Lightning flickered, hitting a tower and sending stone blocks flying in all directions. A boom knocked Dristin down moments later, but he was up within a heartbeat, continuing his race for safety.

He had to get home, reach the Eyre, warn them, and tell them everything.

But what exactly?

Galmoth had been summoned through a magical vortex and slaughtered his command. Who would believe him?

And who in the hells was Galmoth?

***

Juliana finished her bedtime routine, having just cleaned her teeth and ensured that everything was tidy and in its place within her room.

Satisfied, she slipped beneath the coarse sheets, sighing in relief as he tired body sank into the mattress. Going to bed was often the highlight of a day, and this one had felt unusually long. She’d fought back her exhaustion several times, claiming victory, but knew that despite winning each battle, she’d finally lost today’s war.

Reaching out, she turned down the wick on the oil lamp, leaving the room with a homely glow that would do nothing to interrupt her meditation and sleep.

Closing her eyes and clearing her thoughts, she entered the Deep Night in seconds, welcoming how her exhaustion melted away. Such relief had to be divine, and Juliana sent a silent prayer of thanks to Lunastra. Few called the moon goddess by name. To name something was to strip away its mysticism, and so only those within the clergy used it, and rarely.

Swiftly she went through the next two levels of meditation.

First, the Clear Night brought her clarity of thought, rejuvenating the mind as the Deep Night did the body. It was like being covered in a blanket of night, full of stars. To receive its blessing, Juliana stared at one of those pinpricks, watching it pulse, growing bigger and brighter until it infused her mind with energy. She mentally willed herself into the heart of this star, which transported her to the next level.

The Turning Night took longer. This time the stars revolved slowly like the constellations in the sky. Focussing, she slowly manipulated the stars, bending them to her will until they lined up, becoming a singular point. She didn’t resist as it sucked her in, a frightening but exhilarating feeling of uncontrollable speed that brought her to the final level of meditation.

The Last Night.

Juliana had yet to understand the benefit of this level, nor had the elder. It was everything the other levels weren’t. It took, rather than gave, draining, not rejuvenating. Not unlike water being poured from a jug, and if she spent too much time in this nothingness, then the following morning would find her exhausted as if she’d been awake throughout the night.

Yet, she stayed, praying for enlightenment, seeking a point of reference in the greyness, but there was nothing. Even if she tried to call out, her words disappeared before they left her lips.

The only way back was to snap out of the meditation and become fully awake, and having discovered nothing different, Juliana was about to do just that when thoughts of her mother and brother came to mind.

If only she could dream of them tonight when she went to sleep.

The flow of energy from her increased, and with little to give, Juliana was about to awaken when she thought about something her mother said to Xander that was often met with ridicule.

Give more than you take, and you’ll end up with more than you started.

Everyone always meditated to feel better, fresher, and more rejuvenated. She’d often considered whether the drain experienced within the Last Night was to somehow restore balance for all that was given. Not fully understanding the Last Night, she’d shied away from staying so many times. However, with her mother’s saying fresh in her mind, she decided to stay.

The energy was leeched from her, slowly as fast, then, as she didn’t resist, it drained faster and faster as though she were being emptied from the inside out.

Doubt blossomed in Juliana’s heart, but she quelled it. Surely nothing that brought her closer to Lunastra would be harmful. She could sleep for a week if too exhausted when she awoke.

Yet as the drain continued, taking relentlessly, the thought that this would never stop until even her subconscious mind was gone filled her with panic. To live but be struck dumb in a body as weak as hers …

Fear took hold, and Juliana tried to wake, but was too late.

Suddenly, she was drifting like a wisp of smoke on a breeze. She lifted her hand before her eyes, swallowing a sob for, just like smoke, she could see through it.

Weightless she drifted, rising, passing through the greyness, feeling it damp against her subconscious, blinking in disbelief and wonderment at what was revealed.

Was she dead?

For there was her body, lying on the bed.

Yet the covers were rising and falling slowly, the colour of her cheeks warm under the lamplight.

She floated toward the ceiling.

If she’d have seen herself cold and unmoving, then she’d have thought herself a spirit and … therein was the answer.

How many times had she listened to her mother regale her with tales of spirit travel, flying free to wherever she wished before the gift was lost when she died by her father’s side?

Like mother, like daughter.

What was it her mother had said …?

She willed herself higher, and suddenly she was through the roof and into the clear sky beyond.

Below her, the village twinkled with a hundred lanterns and torches whilst the giant moonwood tree of their god shone brightly with an inner light of its own.

Juliana laughed with pure joy as she experimented, flying above the village and down to her father’s lodge. The walls presented no obstacle, and she passed inside without thinking. There was her father, his face covered in terrible cuts and bruises, covering Shinsen in a blanket and removing a flask from his friend’s hand.

‘Father. What happened?’ she asked.

Taran paused briefly, cocking his head to one side, and Juliana tried again, but this time with no response.

He couldn’t see or hear her.

Xander and her mother came to mind, and how much she missed them. To know they were both well would not only ease her heart but her father’s as well when she told him on the morrow.

The only route they would have taken was north out of the grasslands. But how by the gods could she find them in the hundreds of square leagues ahead of her?

One question at a time, the most important of which was …

Could she travel beyond the places she knew?

A minute later, she had her answer as she reached the top of the mountain range her parents had scaled as they’d evaded the Rangers that had pursued them.

Full of excitement, Juliana flew down the western slope and began scouring north, testing her abilities as she did so. How fast could she go, and what detail could she see?

She tried to summon armour and weapons, as had been possible for her mother, but she remained clothed in her priestess’s robes, however hard she tried.

Faster she flew, keeping an eye out for campfires. Once beyond the Horselords’ territory, farmhouses and villages appeared, and Juliana realised that there was next to no chance that she’d stumble on her family when there were literally hundreds of places they might rest at night.

Slightly frustrated, Juliana still wanted to explore.

Being cursed, her ability to travel had been so restricted, but here she was faster than a shooting star visiting places she’d never thought possible.

Where else might she go?

She hovered, considering Freemarch that lit up the landscape far to the north. Why not? She’d never seen a city, and this being the one closest to her land, was the one her father visited the most on matters of trade.

As she drew closer, she could feel a gentle resistance and instinctively knew that her body required her return. However, there wasn’t much further to go.

Soon, she was at the city outskirts.

There were no walls, and the city sprawled over the landscape in an ungainly fashion. Rather disappointed that Freemarch was more of a rock than a jewel, she was about to return when something moving caught her eye.

Turning, she gaped in astonishment, for there in the distance, far, far to the west, something unpleasant whirled in the sky. Occasional flashes of lightning gave it a wicked glow, and as Juliana wondered what it was, she found herself drawn toward it.

‘No, thank you!’ she stated loudly, and willed herself back toward the grasslands of home. She began to make good headway, but then despite her efforts, she slowed and was slowly dragged back toward Freemarch.

Worry rose within her. Despite the distance, she knew it was the vortex sucking her toward it, and fought back. Time seemed to accelerate, and stars turned in the sky until, finally, her strength faded.

Further west she was pulled, and exhausted, she couldn’t resist. Mountain peaks rose high before her, and she knew these to be the Forelorn Mountains beyond which was the dead Ember Kingdom.

Below, the broken fortress of Tristan’s Folly flashed by, a gigantic tree dominating the pass, and Juliana tried a final time to turn back. She slowed, but however hard she resisted, it was impossible to stop. In the distance, the vortex spun menacingly, dragging her forever onward.

Beneath it was a castle, Kingshold, the infamous seat of Daleth’s power.

Like an arrow, she flew directly toward it. In a last-ditch attempt to avoid flying straight into the maelstrom, Juliana willed herself to descend. This time she was successful, and she sobbed in relief as she landed within the outskirts of the long-dead city, rolling and tumbling to a standstill.

It was oppressively dark, thick clouds heavy overhead, and snow fell. Small drifts piled against the keep walls, drawn toward the vortex, just as she was. It had a sickly green hue to it, as though it was corrupted by something.

Harsh cries screeched loud above the wind, full of hunger.

Juliana shuddered, wondering what creatures could make such an ugly sound. Black, sinuous shapes moved amongst the shadows, hinting at a feline grace, ruthlessness and power. Their indifference to her manifestation reassured her that nothing in the physical world could sense her, let alone harm her.

The initial joy she’d felt at being able to fly was long gone. She wanted to be back at the temple, safe in bed.

‘I want to wake up!’ she repeated, over and over.

She’d overheard Rakan talk of this place, although not in detail, for those were dark times. Could her imagination truly create this from the few words he’d spoken?

Then a shadow detached itself from a patch of darkness. A huge beast, shaped like a man, winged, with green eyes. She knew he wasn’t part of the spirit world, yet his gaze fixed upon her nonetheless.

‘What do we have here?’

The voice was cruel and as ancient as time itself.

Juliana’s fear was too real, as was the cold that seeped into her ethereal body, for this to be a dream. She stepped back and willed herself to fly away, but try as she might, she was too weak.

‘There’s no escape, Girl. You made a mistake coming here. Now your soul is mine.’

Juliana tried to back further away but found herself unable to move.

Despite being numb with fear, Juliana shook her head.

‘My soul isn’t yours, and it never will be. I’ve already devoted it to another,’ she said, her voice shaking as she frantically tried to free herself.

Contemptuous laughter made her flinch.

The beast stepped forward, closing the distance, a sword at its waist as long as Juliana was tall. Eyes shone with malice and pulsed a sickly green, just like the ice. Giant ethereal wings spread, ready to engulf her, and she knew all was lost. She couldn’t move, let alone run or fly.

Juliana closed her eyes, whispered a silent prayer, and waited for the end, hoping it would be swift.

After what seemed an eternity, warmth slowly banished the cold and pain that had seeped into her ethereal bones.

She peeked through half-closed eyes, afraid of what she’d see, only to find the familiar ceiling of her room overhead lit by the oil lamp’s warm glow.

She was also surprised to find her father sitting beside the bed, tears seeping from between closed eyelids as he held his hands folded in prayer. He was no longer cut or bruised as when she’d seen him earlier. Instead, he appeared tired and worried.

But what was he doing here? He never prayed either, and why was her room crammed full of flowers?

‘Father. What’s wrong?’ she asked, only for her words to go unheard. ‘Father?’

A cool hand squeezed hers, and turning her head, Juliana expected to see a concerned member of the temple. Instead, she stared into an ethereal face of such beauty and wisdom that she wanted to cry.

‘You are safe now, Juliana. Even if only for a short while. Your father cannot hear you while you remain in the spirit world.’

The words rang pure and clear, melodic like a song.

Juliana gasped, for surely there was only one who looked like this, tall as the room, statuesque, and commanding. White hair brushed the ceiling, swaying hypnotically as with a life of its own, and eyes that shone as bright as a full moon gazed kindly upon her.

‘Lunastra?’

A kindly smile that reached the eyes and a gentle nod of the head confirmed Juliana’s suspicions.

‘How do you know who I am?’

Laughter as pure as spring water filled the small room.

‘I know all those who pray to me, especially one as fervent as you.’

Juliana’s mind was reeling. She had actually spirit-travelled! However, that meant the creature of darkness that confronted her was real, and her prayer for deliverance had been answered! A hundred questions begged to be asked … yet she picked up on some of Lunastra’s first words.

‘What did you mean, I’ll be safe if only for a short while?‘

Lunastra’s smile was sad.

‘The Dark Gods have been summoned to your world, my child. What once was will be again. See and believe!’

Juliana gasped as images flashed through her mind. There were battlefields strewn with bloated corpses, the earth sodden with the blood of the fallen. Cities burned as green-eyed soldiers fought against white-eyed civilians and defenders through barricaded streets. Above, winged gods fought across the sky, lightning and fire flashing between them. Then, there were tear-streaked faces of green-eyed parents forced into sacrificing their children to the Dark Gods. It was slaughter on a scale that dwarfed Daleth’s conquest.

‘Historically, there was always a fragile balance between the dark and the light in this world,’ Lunastra’s voice filtered through, a gentle contrast to the painful images. ‘Neither side held an advantage until the Dark Gods discovered the power that human sacrifice bestowed on them. From that point onwards, an endless war ensued as they sought to enslave or slay all who opposed them, including the Bright Gods.’

Further images of vanquished gods, smoking as they fell, and seas turned red with blood slowly faded leaving Juliana reeling over the horrors she’d witnessed.

‘What are we to do? Are you coming to help us?’ Juliana gasped.

Sadness marred Lunastra’s otherwise perfect features; a frown creased flawless skin, and a sigh escaped past gently upturned lips.

‘Listen very carefully to what I say. Whilst I’m absent from your world, I cannot directly intervene, advise or instruct. I can only tell you this. Once the Dark Gods gather their strength, they’ll spread across this world like a plague, killing or enslaving everyone in their path. If you flee, you will die, if you fight, you will die. Humanity alone cannot stop them. The end of days is upon you!’

Juliana shook her head fiercely in disbelief and denial.

‘The end of days? This is all happening too fast and makes no sense. Peace has reigned for nigh on twenty-five years. Life here amongst the Horselords is perfect and …’ Juliana’s voice faded away as she realised she was arguing with her god. ‘Forgive my temerity,’ she whispered.

‘Make sure you remember my words, Juliana,’ Lunastra said with a final squeeze of her hand. ‘You have so little time to act, and we will not meet again in the spirit world, I used the last of my power to save you here, but my time is now at an end.’

‘Wait!’ Juliana demanded, so many questions vying to be asked.

Lunastra shook her head sadly as she faded away. ‘If I say more and break the laws of direct interference when not in your realm, then I will cease to exist!’

She reached out to place a slender fingertip on Juliana’s forehead.

‘Remember, and awaken!’

***


Chapter VI










Galmoth took one last look at a sky he’d thought never to see again, its beauty almost painful after a millennia of fading away into nothingness, then turned back into the castle. He stooped to avoid the stone lintel as he stepped over the debris of the shattered doors and headed back toward the chamber where his brethren would be gathering.

Euphoria was tempered by frustration. Lunastra’s appearance had taken him by surprise, and before he could react, she’d swept the girl into her arms and disappeared before he could kill them both.

Lucky for them.

Then again, on reflection, perhaps he was the lucky one.

Her radiance within the spirit world had been painfully bright, her power exceeding his. Yet she’d been just as surprised by his presence and hadn’t taken advantage of the encounter.

Interesting.

Lunastra and her ilk had been banished at the same time as Galmoth and his, so she could only have manifested herself in the spirit world in answer to the girl’s prayer. To think, after a thousand years, she was still worshipped whilst he’d been forgotten!

The male human who’d escaped the throne room had left a scent trail that was easy to follow and would undoubtedly lead to a settlement or town. Perhaps the very one that gave Lunastra her power. He’d take great joy in slaughtering those who worshipped the goddess and see her radiance wane into nothingness.

He paused to examine a statue and the workmanship of the building around him. In times past, the only buildings of such opulence were the holy temples raised magically by the Dark and Bright Gods to give their followers a place of worship.

Yet here was a castle, built by human hands with craftsmanship that spoke of incredible skill.

Extraordinary.

But then, perhaps it wasn’t, considering the gifts both the Dark and Bright Gods had once bestowed upon their most fervent followers.

Like the girl with the gift of spirit travel.

But it was those very gifted who had been raised up, who lived a life elevated above their fellows, that had gathered the knowledge, skills and power to betray and banish the gods from their ancestral home and to rule in their stead.

The gods had been created to rule, not humans!

Galmoth’s rage rose to new heights as he recalled the pain of the banishment, watching impotently from the aether as his temples were torn down until not one stone stood upon another. Even the smaller shrines were burned, and the ashes scattered so that no prayers would feed him or sacrifices sustain him.

No god was spared this humiliation, and as the centuries passed, false gods were worshipped, and the real gods slowly forgotten.

But he and his brethren never forgot what was done to them nor forgave. Banished to the aether, their power faded, and their whispered influences no longer found the ears of humankind. Eventually, they had little to do but watch each other fade, with many simply ceasing to be. Now, from hundreds, there were but ten left, assuming they’d all survived the vortex that had brought them here.

He headed back to the throne room, calming himself, breathing in air so sweet and pure that he filled his lungs just for the sheer joy of it. Breathing wasn’t a necessity for survival, any more than eating, but he relished it nonetheless.

As he entered, the bodies of those he’d slain lay frozen in death, and he grimaced momentarily, remembering the pain he’d suffered at their hands. It was humiliating to have been hurt by mere mortals.

It would take centuries of worship by hundreds of thousands and the sacrifice of thousands more to return him to the peak of his power. Then, no weapon could harm him, and his ethereal wings would be strong enough to soar around the world. As for his magic … he clenched his fists, but the flames that enveloped them were barely visible and carried no power. Yes, his control of the elements would take a long time to return too.

A tome lay at his feet, and he picked it up, idly scanning its pages, and the truth of his return was slowly revealed as he read the glyphs and sigils inked within.

It appeared that his millennia of praying to the creator gods to be returned home had remained unheard. The end of his banishment, and those of his brethren, hadn’t come about by immortal hands greater than his. Instead, it was by the hands of the very humans who’d banished his kind in the first place.

But if they’d summoned him, why had those who’d done so attacked him? It was perplexing, but didn’t really matter, and trying to understand the reasoning of humans was beneath him.

He tore the book to shreds, then cast it into the vortex that was slowly disgorging his lesser brothers and sisters.

‘Are we really home, Galmoth?’ a deep voice echoed in his mind, the words projected silently. It was far more efficient than talking aloud, for it projected feelings beyond the words.

He turned to see Raptos, a hulking brute of a god who was all muscle and no brains, looking around in disbelief.

‘It is true, Raptos,’ he thought.

‘But how? We were on the verge of extinction!’

This time the voice was a hiss, as Syralis, a goddess whose dark beauty was only matched by the blackness of her heart shared her thoughts. She was stretching her lithe frame, her clawed fingertips scratching furrows in a stone pillar as she arched her back.

Galmoth wasn’t the strongest of his kind, but he was the shrewdest, and his sharp mind recognised an opportunity to seize leadership.

‘The creator gods answered my prayers. It was they who returned us home,’ he projected, thumping his chest with a clenched fist.

‘Hah. I don’t believe that for a moment.’ Atrophus snarled, his sharp nose pointing like a dagger toward Galmoth. ‘Why would they answer you after all this time?’

‘Should I have them send you back then, you ungrateful vermin?’ Galmoth roared. His voice boomed in the minds of his brethren, but the throne room stayed silent, snow falling gently.

‘No. No!’ Atrophus submissively raised scaled hands that had once hurled lightning. ‘It’s just that they’ve waited so long. We all thought they’d abandoned us!’

‘They told me they were testing our faith! So let us not fail them!’

‘So what now, Galmoth?’ Syralis purred, coming over to run a fingernail as sharp as an eagle’s claw across his chest as she slipped a lithe arm around his shoulders.

‘We wait for our remaining siblings to join us.’

‘And then?’ she whispered, sharp teeth biting his earlobe.

Galmoth thrust her away.

‘Then it will be time for us to reclaim this world and ensure we can never be banished again.’

‘But how can we do that?’ Raptos demanded. ‘Humankind no longer prays to us, and without the powers their worship bestows, we’re vulnerable. We all saw how you suffered at the humans’ hands!’

Galmoth didn’t rise to the insult, but Atrophus spoke up before he could answer.

‘Has it been so long that you’ve forgotten the old ways, Raptos?’ he taunted with a snide look. ‘We will first visit destruction on this world, and those who survive will offer us blood sacrifices and pray to us every day or find their paltry lives ended!’

Galmoth shook his head.

‘No,’ he stated forcefully. ‘Once when we numbered in the hundreds, that would have been possible. But look at us now, far below our prime. We must first enthral some humans to our cause and start replenishing our strength.’

‘Damn patience, and damn your plan,’ Atrophus snarled. ‘A thousand years of patience is enough for me!’

‘Beware, Atrophus,’ Raptos growled. ‘We’ve only just arrived, and my patience with your tone is wearing thin already. The creator gods answered Galmoth’s prayers. We follow his lead!’

‘But what’s to stop us being banished again, Galmoth?’ Syralis purred.

‘That’s simple,’ he laughed dismissively, frantically thinking of an answer that would maintain the aura of leadership that Raptos had just reinforced.

‘Oh, really? So tell us how!’

‘Have you just beauty but no brains?’ Galmoth sneered, vying for time. ‘Do I have to tell you the obvious?’

Surprisingly it was Atrophus who offered the solution.

‘It was those damned humans we gifted and trusted who garnered the knowledge to banish us. Those we must hunt down and wipe out one by one!’ he said, his thoughts tinged with fury as his fists clenched.

Galmoth nodded sagely.

‘I’m glad we are of a similar mind in that respect, Brother! If only our sister could have arrived at the same conclusion. We gods should never have elevated any of the humans beyond their pathetic norm. We will not make the same mistake again. We will hunt down the gifted and the cursed, and revenge will be ours!’

***

Rakan eased himself from the sodden ground, grimacing at his aching knees and sodden trousers. He shivered, the unseasonably cold air making him even more uncomfortable. Nonetheless, he smiled, his demeanour as calm as if he held Dafne in his arms.

Thoughts of her kept him constant company, and he embraced every memory, his own and those that had been gifted to him. He walked around, and visions appeared, overlapping reality.

There was a young Dafne, climbing halfway up a gnarly tree, only to dive with a splash into the marsh water below. A few more steps and a clearing appeared, where she span in circles, arms outstretched, until she fell down.

Everywhere he walked, the past melded with the present, and he knew her more now than he’d ever done.

Of course, many such recollections struck a bittersweet chord, and he still ached for her every evening. But he no longer wept from a broken heart and had discovered a peace in the Eyre that he’d have never thought possible.

He now understood why Dafne had wanted to be buried here. It was far more than just returning to her ancestral home. She’d wanted to ensure he was looked after and his heart taken care of. A final parting gift.

‘Damn. I love you,’ he whispered, now able to voice his emotions and enjoy the sound of the words.

How ignorant of him to have viewed this place as a stinking swamp. In fact, he’d come to recognise a beauty far removed from any other he’d known.

He’d initially believed everything was rotting, but that was because of his short-sightedness. This place teemed with vibrant new life and then there were the people too. There were no obvious signs of material wealth, but the Eyre were rich because they lived happy, healthy, albeit frugal lives.

Rakan chuckled.

It was much the same as the Horselords, only it had taken him a long time to see it. He must be getting old and slow.

A cloud of flies parted before him, and he quickened his pace. The insects had finally started to leave him alone, and he now understood why. The food he ate, the salads made of mosses, roots, flowers and bark that he’d first turned his nose up at, caused his blood to be less desirable.

He would miss this place, but he now knew he could leave, for Dafne would always be in his heart and thoughts wherever he went.

The swamps were noisy places, full of calling birds, insects, and animals, not to mention children playing and adults working. There were farms, blacksmiths, bowmakers, tanners and all sorts further to the north. The Eyre was just like any thriving kingdom full of towns and cities, just without the stone walls.

Rakan now understood he was a guest in the capital, where the ruling council lived, religious ceremonies were conducted, and guests were received.

A casual observer might consider it underpopulated for a capital and perhaps even backwards. Wooden lodges, cabins, and huts prevailed over fanciful stone buildings. Narrow wooden paths and bridges crisscrossed the swamps instead of wide thoroughfares.

It would seem like a society teetering on the edge of collapse until you understood that the majority of the people lived far above the ground, out of sight amongst the treetops.

Tristan’s Folly came to mind, and he remembered Drizt and his archers. No wonder they’d been so agile and surefooted. Leaping from branch to branch had given them an agility and confidence with heights that had Rakan feeling queasy just thinking about it.

The mournful wail of a horn echoed through the swamp and was quickly joined by dozens more. Rakan looked about, wondering whether he should be concerned when leaves began falling like rain. Running footfalls drew his gaze upward, but he couldn’t see through the foliage. Meanwhile, anyone on the ground quickly began climbing to safety.

‘What’s going on?’ he shouted, to no avail.

It was obviously an alarm. Perhaps there was a flood on the way, or someone had taken a foolish step and was being sucked into the bottomless swamp.

Whichever, standing around doing nothing wasn’t his thing, and as he wasn’t up to climbing a tree, he followed the sound of the crowd overhead.

‘How bloody difficult is it to build a bridge or road in a straight line?’ he yelled as he pounded along, zigzagging all over the place. It wasn’t long before he was left behind. ‘Enough of this,’ he growled, and left the path. He’d been here long enough to know that anything flat was something to be cautious of, as it meant there was water underneath. So he kept close to huts, trees and anything that stood proud of the ground.

His boots and trousers were sodden, but at least he made better progress.

‘We better get to where we’re going soon,’ he wheezed. ‘Damn, but I’m not as young as I used to be!’ He pushed on for a little longer but slowed to a walk as his vision narrowed.

Continuing at a slower pace allowed him to catch his breath and his heart slowed down. A nearby hut had a water barrel outside, and he dunked his head in and felt somewhat revived. Several water skins hung from a peg, and with no one to ask for permission, he took a long swig from one before hanging it over his shoulder, intending to return it on his way back.

His chest hurt to breathe. There was a time when he could run and fight all day, but those times were long gone. There was nothing good about getting old.

The swamp was noticeably different here, almost like a museum or shrine. Rakan dallied briefly, and the blaring horns faded away. It appeared the emergency was over. He’d find out what was up soon enough once he’d got his second wind.

On every trunk, old pieces of armour and weaponry hung, framed by vines and covered in moss. Upon closer inspection, they turned out to be pieces Rakan was all too familiar with; equipment from Daleth’s invading horde.

Almost every conceivable type of armour was here. From light mail shirts, the rusted rings barely distinguishable from the tree trunks, to the heavy, double-thick plate armour and shields used by the assault infantry. He rapped his knuckles against some, noting that it was still sturdy despite the decades it had hung here. No doubt the decay was hindered by an alloy of some kind.

Likewise, all types of weapons were on display. Rusting lances and swords, almost completely disintegrated, hung alongside heavy maces and axes that had better withstood the ravages of time.

It seemed likely these were trophies of war brought home by the survivors of the Battle of Freeguard. Damn, that had been one hell of a slaughter.

‘All right. Let’s get going then!’

Giving himself an order seemed to help, and he set off at a brisk jog, this time keeping to the walkways. He’d only been running a few more minutes when he came across a gathering of two dozen archers.

Men, women and children peered through the leafy boughs above, and Rakan shook his head ruefully. Even children had got here faster than him.

‘Get him something to drink!’ An authoritative voice called, and Rakan gently eased through the crowd, receiving some measuring stares as he did so.

A man Rakan recognised as Istara, the Eyre leader, knelt beside a bedraggled hunter who lay gasping on the ground. As Rakan unslung his recently acquired water skin, Istara helped the man to sit up against the tree, and Rakan trickled some water into the man’s mouth while looking him over.

‘He has multiple parallel lacerations, suggesting an animal attack,’ Rakan observed. ‘Fortunately, they’re not deep but some look infected, and will need treatment. Who is he?’

‘And who is asking?’ Istara demanded, looking Rakan over. ‘You are not one of our healers!’

‘I’m a man who came to help and brought water,’ Rakan replied, strangely irked. ‘Surely that’s enough!’

Istara chuckled, wiping a hand across his face.

‘That is indeed enough. This is Dristin,’ he said, a frown replacing his brief levity. ‘One of our finest captains who was in charge of a dozen-strong expedition I sent into the Ember Kingdom.’

‘Better you left that place well alone,’ Rakan muttered, then smiled as Dristin’s eyes flickered open.

Istara leant in close, but Rakan could see from the captain’s glazed eyes and pale skin that he was dehydrated and a little feverish.

‘What happened, Dristin?’ Istara prompted softly.

Dristin grasped Istara’s wrist.

‘Galmoth,’ he croaked, his eyes darting around. ‘Galmoth!’

Istara raised his eyes, but his unspoken enquiry was met by shaking heads and shrugs from everyone gathered around.

‘We heard you. Galmoth. Who is that?’ Rakan asked, talking firmly to hold Dristin’s attention. ‘A brigand or?’

‘Syran found a book …’ Dristin began.

‘Syran was a scholar with a gift we sent on the expedition,’ Istara offered quietly.

‘He started to read, and …’

Several hunters chuckled, shaking their heads.

‘A scholar reading. Whatever next?’ a woman quipped.

‘I’d run from that too!’ someone replied.

Laughter rippled throughout the group. Rakan wasn’t inclined to join in. The man at his feet was in a bad way and appeared to be the sole survivor of an expedition.

‘You need to listen!’ Dristin croaked.

‘I will, Dristin!’ Istara said, easing himself free of the wounded captain’s grasp. ‘Just rest easy for now. We’ll go to Sastaria so he can see your thoughts, and then the ruling council and I can share everything you’ve experienced. You know it’s protocol.’

‘Damn protocol!’ Dristin moaned, trying unsuccessfully to stand.

Istara frowned, then gestured toward a wiry hunter.

‘Pasgar. Run ahead and summon the ruling council.’

Rakan watched as the hunter clambered nimbly up the tree and disappeared into the leafy canopy.

‘Galmoth killed everyone, apart from Syran,’ Dristin continued, his voice fading.

‘Where is this Syran then?’ Rakan asked, hunkering down. He dribbled more water between Dristin’s parched lips, and the archer pulled a sad face.

‘I killed him. He summoned Galmoth, and we were … slaughtered. He and the others are …’

Rakan frowned. Dristin was exhausted, his voice barely above a whisper. He and the others … Was Dristin talking about Syran and his unit or Galmoth and whoever was with him?

A sling was lowered through the canopy, and Rakan was eased out of the way as four hunters tried to urge Dristin toward the harness. The captain, despite his state, was having none of it and shrugged their hands off. He was very weak but determined in his resistance.

‘Whatever Dristin is saying, it’s obviously urgent,’ Rakan said loudly, capturing Istara’s attention. ‘Let’s hear him out before he’s taken away!’

Istara’s measuring look coincided with a cold wind whispering through the swamp.

‘I asked you once who you were, Friend,’ he said.

‘He’s just a very old man,’ someone offered, laughing.

Rakan sighed and nodded.

‘I am old. My name is Rakan. But despite my age, I’m a knight commander of the Horselords, and …’

‘Do you see any horses here, Rakan?’ someone called.

‘Quiet!’ Istara snapped to the crowd, then turned his attention back to Rakan.

‘I should have known. You’re Dafne’s husband, and so you and your opinion are welcome here, but nonetheless, it isn’t for me to break procedures set by the council. I also apologise for my brethren here, we revert to humour in times of danger or worry.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Rakan smiled. ‘I understand. I was close friends with an Eyre hunter once called Drizt. We fought together at Tristan’s Folly. I swear he’d make a joke out of any situation.’

‘Yes, you’d have known Drizt.’ Istara murmured, reaching out to grip Rakan’s forearm, suddenly interested. ‘He was a legend amongst us, and that you’re here at this time can be of no coincidence. Come, we’ll go see Sastaria together with Dristin because …’

Suddenly, horns blared again, interrupting.

‘To the west!’ voices shouted.

Rakan turned with the others to see a horde of creatures hurtling through the swamps toward them.

***

Bows were drawn in the blink of an eye but were then lowered without an arrow being shot.

Laughter rippled softly through the ranks of Istara’s hunters as a multitude of rabbits and deer bounded toward them. Above, birds swooped amongst the trees, their frantic cries a discordant background to the horns’ mournful wail.

Rakan stared wide-eyed as a black rabbit leapt up and thumped against his chest. He held it close, feeling its little heart beating frantically.

‘My money is on the rabbit to take Rakan!’ someone shouted, and Rakan laughed along with everyone else.

‘It would feel wrong killing this for supper,’ Rakan said, gently putting the rabbit down.

‘That’s what I heard the rabbit say,’ someone called, and the merriment continued as the creatures ran past followed a short time later by frogs, lizards and snakes.

‘I’ve never seen anything like this,’ Istara exclaimed, frowning. ‘This is a bad omen, mark my words!’

‘Istara,’ Dristin said, coming over, blinking feverish sweat from his reddened eyes. ‘I fear we unleashed something terrible in Kingshold …’

Istara looked around at the plague at his feet, then nodded sharply.

‘Then let us make all haste to Sastaria and the council. Rakan here will accompany us!’

Dristin squinted at Rakan, shaking his head slightly.

‘An outsider?’

‘He’s not just any outsider. He is Dafne’s husband, and more than that, he …’

‘TO THE WEST!’ The shout came from the canopy above, filled with a terrible sense of urgency as the horns wailed again.

‘There!’ Istara yelled, pointing.

In set battles, orders were often given by shouted command or from a horn, and troops would engage in pre-ordained formations.

In this instance, there was no time.

The attacking force stretched as far as Rakan could see through the gnarled trunks and drooping vines that obscured his view as waves of hideous black cats raced toward them, hissing and screeching.

Dristin grabbed a dagger from Istara’s waist and a short sword from another archer.

‘You’re in no fit state to fight. Guard Rakan here!’ Istara snapped, drawing his bow.

Bows thrummed without the need for an order, and arrows hissed down like hail driven in a storm. The previous alarm had brought hundreds of Eyre archers running in response, and they were ready.

Rakan watched in awe as the creatures were cut down, crying out as their bodies were pierced over and over. The sound of strings thrumming reverberated deep in Rakan’s stomach, and on some level, he felt sorry for these creatures.

Yet, about a dozen made it through the withering volleys directly ahead.

Rakan tensed despite Dristin standing guard beside him. He had nothing but his hands; however, instead of attacking, they carried past at full speed. Twisting frantically through the trunks and vines, they sped off, although some blundered into deeper water and sank swiftly beneath the surface.

Relative silence settled over the swamp, broken only by the mewling of some mortally injured creatures.

Rakan saw Istara looking around, checking to see if any of his archers were injured. It was the sign of a good leader that his first instinct was to consider his people.

‘I’ve never seen their like before,’ Istara said.

Rakan knelt to examine a dead creature wincing at the size of the claws and teeth.

‘We encountered these in Kingshold,’ Dristin muttered, rubbing at his wounds.

‘And you led them here?’ Istara snapped.

‘I didn’t lead them anywhere,’ Dristin growled.

‘Yet here they are!’ Istara huffed, hunkering down beside Rakan as he pulled two arrows from the corpse.

Suddenly, like leaves falling, archers dropped from above and began reclaiming the thousands of arrows that had been loosed.

Rakan looked to where the surviving creatures had disappeared. There weren’t enough to constitute a threat to the community and would no doubt be picked off or fall foul of the swamp.

‘Something doesn’t feel right,’ he said, scratching his head.

‘And why is that? Teased a hunter with a thin moustache. ‘Was it because you were too slow and old to kill any?’

Rakan chuckled.

‘No. I just assumed you’d have the skill to kill them all. It seems I was mistaken because some got through,’ he retorted.

A few hunters clapped him on the back, laughing.

‘But it’s more than that,’ Rakan continued, addressing Istara. ‘If Dristin didn’t lead them here, and they weren’t chasing the other animals,’ he mused softly.

‘Then they were fleeing something themselves,’ Istara finished the sentence, looking out into the swamp, eyes searching.

‘THERE!’

His shout of warning coincided with the horns blaring for the third time. Arrows were nocked, and the archers formed a ragged line amongst the trunks as a looming distant shape appeared.

‘Is that thing, Galmoth?’ Rakan asked Dristin, who stood at his shoulder. The captain didn’t look in a good way. Sweat was pouring from his forehead, and his eyelids twitched.

‘I’m not sure!’ Dristin mumbled, putting a hand out to steady himself against a tree.

‘It surprises me that one creature, however big, killed your unit and routed all those creatures,’ Istara said, coming to stand alongside Dristin. ‘But don’t worry. Revenge will be ours!’

‘You don’t understand. That thing, heals itself!’ Dristin hissed, grabbing Istara’s arm.

Istara gently removed Dristin’s hand.

‘Steady, everyone!’ he called. ‘No matter if that thing is twice as mean and ugly as Rakan, we’ll bury it in the swamp, irrespective!’

Rakan smiled as laughter rippled amongst the hunters, although Dristin didn’t join in. Humour dispelled fear better than anything. Istara was a fine leader.

‘Maybe this Galmoth is a giant?’ a stocky hunter asked. ‘I’ve never seen one, but that thing looks almost big enough to be one, right?’

‘It’s no giant!’ Dristin growled.

‘Perhaps it’s Rakan’s mother coming by for dinner then!’ a hunter called.

More comments followed, but Rakan grew apprehensive. He could tell that Dristin was a tough man, and he was definitely shaking slightly with nerves, not just fever. Whatever could unnerve him so much was definitely something to be wary of. Also, now the creature was closer, it made his skin crawl. At first glance, it appeared a behemoth of a man, yet its face was twisted and hideous, its matt black skin absorbing the light. Its figure was shrouded in hazy blackness, and Rakan couldn’t tell whether it was clothed or naked.

A mace the length of a greatsword was gripped in a massive fist, and a green gem glowed on its haft that matched the light shining from hooded eyes.

‘Look! There’s another one,’ Istara pointed.

Sure enough, another figure was striding through the marsh far off to the left.

‘Another, maybe more, to the right,’ someone else shouted.

‘Make ready,’ Istara called.

Rakan could only nod in admiration as the archers held their bows at full draw without effort.

Istara stepped forward.

‘You are trespassing on Eyre lands. Turn around, leave in peace, and return to whence you came!’ he shouted.

The large mace lifted and pointed at Istara. The gesture said everything without the need for words.

In a fluid motion, Istara nocked, drew, and released his arrow, the thrum acting as the signal for every other archer to do the same.

Whistling filled the air, as along the line and far into the distance, the archers used their deadly skills to send arrows hammering into the creatures.

Roars of pain filled the air, and the creature before Rakan staggered as it was hit with volley after volley. It went down on one knee and raised an arm to shield its face while it weathered the storm.

‘Cease!’ Istara shouted, and such was the power of his command and the discipline of the archers he commanded, that not a single bow thrummed.

Rakan frowned as he saw the behemoth rise to its feet, arrows falling away from its body. It began to run, water splashing as it pounded toward them.

‘Again!’ Istara shouted.

Rakan watched in awe as the dark figure was knocked onto its back, pierced a hundred times. As it lay there, murmurs of relief rippled around the group.

‘What the hells?’

Rakan didn’t know who voiced the sentiment, but everyone felt it as that monstrous form rose, with water cascading off its body. It was covered in slime and weeds and lumbered unerringly toward Istara, teeth bright against its ebony face.

‘Again!’ Istara ordered.

This time, the volleys were shorter-lived, only staggering the creature.

‘I’m out.’

‘So am I.’

As the words were echoed in quiet disbelieving tones, bows and quivers were cast aside. Arrows continued to strike from the trees above, but individually were ineffective causing no harm whatsoever.

The hunters around Rakan drew short swords and daggers.

Istara locked eyes with Dristin, who gave a short, sharp nod.

‘Someone give me a damn weapon!’ shouted Rakan in disbelief as Istara, Dristin, and around fifty of his hunters moved toward their enormous foe, but he was left unarmed and alone as no one paid him any attention.

That terrible maces rose and fell, and the first screams of the wounded echoed up and down the line as the Eyre attempted to defend their homeland.

Rakan looked around desperately, unsure of what to do.

The screams rose louder, and he winced as an Eyre corpse landed next to him, tossed an unbelievable distance. The woman’s chest had been smashed to pieces by an unspeakable force.

With a final, long look at the hundreds of Eyre engaged in hopeless combat, Rakan came to a decision he never thought he’d make.

He turned and ran away.

***


Chapter VII










Taran gently brushed a wet cloth across Juliana’s lips with one hand, allowing a little water to trickle between them while holding on to her hand with his other. She’d slept for almost a week, unable to eat, and neither the healer nor Taysen, the elder priest, could understand why.

He’d stayed by her side since a young acolyte, wide-eyed and tearful, had fetched him. Fortunately, she continued to swallow the water that he or others regularly dripped between her lips, but without food, she would waste away and die.

Was this some kind of divine retribution for Rinsen dying?

Taran hoped not. More likely, Juliana had been physically weak for so long that this had just been waiting to happen.

But why now when his family was split, leagues apart?

Maya had been gone for a week and could be anywhere when she really needed to be here. As did Xander.

Was he right to have sent his son away for fear of having to fight Shinsen or perhaps even kill him? He had to believe he was, or he’d go mad with guilt.

Shinsen might have forgiven Taran, but there was no way he’d have forgiven Xander so soon. Nonetheless that hadn’t stopped Taran from sending three riders to search for Maya, their orders to tell her and Xander to return immediately. He would face the consequences when they arrived.

He’d advised Shinsen of Juliana’s plight, and ordered him to take over the command of the Horselords now that both Maya and he were absent from their day-to-day duties.

His friend had said nothing, just nodded, stony-faced.

He looked around Juliana’s small room, eyes tearing up all over again. He shouldn’t have any more tears to cry after all he’d shed, but they still kept coming. He wasn’t crying for her this time … well, of course, he was, but it was triggered by what filled the room.

It was filled with cut wildflowers.

Juliana was friends with everyone and even those she didn’t know personally admired and respected her for what she’d achieved.

And it wasn’t just the room; the corridors were full of flowers, the balconies overflowed with them, and in fact, the temple building itself now floated on a sea of flowers that grew with every passing day.

The outpouring of love both humbled and supported him in these hours of need.

Voices rose in prayer from down the hallway, and Taran heard Juliana’s name spoken as the acolytes and priests prayed for her.

He added his own prayer.

Never a devout follower of the moon goddess, as a leader of his people, he nevertheless observed the customs. Surprisingly he had found solace in baring his soul to a faceless entity.

Then Juliana squeezed his hand firmly, and his heart almost stopped.

He looked down, and those big brown eyes, just like her mother’s, gazed back at him.

‘Father, what’s wrong?’ Juliana murmured, perplexed at her father’s tear-streaked face and haggard appearance.

Taran half laughed, half sobbed as he tried to talk through a throat constricted with emotion.

‘You had us so worried. It’s been a week since you last woke, and no one could understand what was wrong with you. I thought we were losing you, Jul.’

‘A week?’ Juliana shook her head. ‘It can’t be!’

‘I can assure you I haven’t aged ten years over you having a good night’s sleep,’ Taran laughed, composing himself. ‘Are you all right? How is your head? Does it hurt in any way? Whatever, I’ll call for the healer!’

‘No!’

Just like her mother, Juliana could be stubborn, and her voice cracked like a whip. It wasn’t angry or forceful, just a voice that demanded attention when the need arose.

‘Why?’ Taran asked, offering Juliana a goblet of water as she sat up. ‘At least let me send for food. You haven’t eaten in so long!’

‘Nuts, cheese, fruit …’

Taran laughed.

‘I know exactly what you eat. You’re just like your mother. I’ll be right back.’

Taran accosted the first priest he came across.

‘Juliana’s awake. Please bring some breakfast. She likes …’

‘Nuts, cheese, fruit …’

Taran laughed.

‘Exactly. Bring it all!’

The priest ran off, and decorum be damned, shouted the good news to everyone. Prayers came to a standstill, although more thanks were offered up to the moon goddess in those few moments than for a long time.

Taran returned to Juliana’s room and breathed a sigh of relief to see her still wide awake.

‘I promise I’m not going anywhere!’ she said, frowning.

Taran noted Juliana’s absent smile. This was so unlike her.

‘I can’t tell you how worried I was. I even sent word for your mother and brother to return. I didn’t think they’d be found or get back before you …’ Taran cleared his throat, suddenly emotional again. ‘Anyway, the worst is behind us now.’

Juliana shook her head, the frown deepening.

‘It isn’t. You need to have Shinsen and Taysen brought here. They both need to hear what I have to say.’

‘Jul. You need to rest and eat,’ Taran scolded, taking a tray from a beaming acolyte who hovered at the door. With a smile of thanks, he placed it on Juliana’s lap. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve made my peace with Shinsen.’ Taran gestured to his face. ‘As for Taysen, he’ll have heard you’re awake already.’

‘That’s not what I need to see them about. Now, I’ll eat while you get the others, and if lying in bed isn’t resting, I don’t know what is. Now go!’

Taran’s footsteps were light as he ran along the corridor.

‘Please find Shinsen and have him come immediately,’ Taran asked a young acolyte. But just as the young woman turned away, he raised his palm. ‘One last thing. Where is Taysen at this hour?’

‘On the terrace,’ the acolyte answered as she sped off.

As Taran walked along its corridors, the whole temple was buzzing with conversation. The news of Juliana’s recovery had spread like wildfire, and Taran found Taysen on a terrace overlooking the moonwood tree.

The elder nodded respectfully as Taran approached, but as Taysen was in the middle of instructing a dozen acolytes in meditation, Taran stood aside and waited.

The moonwood tree caught his attention. It continued to grow after all these years and was a centrepiece of the Horselords’ religion. Taran glowed as he recalled the day he took Maya’s hand and exchanged vows under its silvered boughs.

Such memories often made him emotional.

With Maya at his side, nothing seemed impossible, and despite losing his gift of reading, he still felt gifted beyond anyone he knew. He was not only married to the love of his life but was blessed with two children.

He sighed, closed his eyes, and whispered his thanks to the moon goddess.

‘It’s good to see you pray, my old friend!’ Taysen smiled as he came over. ‘We’ll make a firm believer of you yet!’

Taran laughed in embarrassment and embraced Taysen.

‘Juliana’s recovery almost makes me believe. Perhaps one day!’

‘Why not today?’ Taysen jibed.

‘Hah. Let’s not start that old conversation.’

Taysen sighed in mock frustration as they stepped apart and then gestured around the terrace.

‘It’s a good thing Juliana recovered, or all the wildflowers in the world wouldn’t have been enough,’ Taysen chuckled. ‘Anyway, what can I do for you?’

‘Juliana wants to talk to us, and Shinsen too.’

This time, Taysen’s sigh was genuine.

‘I’m glad you and Shinsen built some bridges, but I’m not sure it’s prudent. His son died, while your daughter survived. It seems a bit cruel to bring him here.’

Taran nodded.

‘I know, and Juliana does too. But she demanded I bring both of you. I already sent for him.’

‘And there he is.’ Taysen gestured as a group of acolytes parted to make way for the knight commander.

Once, Shinsen’s smile would have been as bright as Juliana’s, but as he stepped onto the terrace, his demeanour was sombre.

‘I’m happy for Juliana’s recovery,’ he said, bowing formally toward Taran. ‘The moon goddess blesses your lives. But I’m busy, with matters to attend to, so if you’ll excuse me …’

‘Juliana has specifically asked to see the three of us together,’ Taran interrupted.

Shinsen looked at Taysen, who just shrugged.

‘Then, let’s hear what she has to say,’ Shinsen said, sighing deeply.

Taran led the way, his joy abating as he considered how difficult this was for his friend. The wound their relationship had suffered was still raw, even if healing.

Juliana had finished her breakfast, and some colour had returned to her cheeks when they entered her room.

‘Knight Commander, Elder, thank you for coming.’

Juliana’s formality seemed so out of place that she had everyone’s attention immediately.

‘I need you to look and listen very carefully,’ she said firmly, brushing her hair back from her forehead.

‘Lunastra, our divine goddess, sent me with a warning.’ Juliana paused, unable to believe the words she was about to utter despite knowing their truth. ‘The Dark Gods have returned.’

Utter silence met her declaration as the three men stared at her open-mouthed.

‘Now, do you believe?’ Taysen whispered.

Taran nodded, for how could there be any doubt when, high on Juliana’s forehead, was the mark of the blood moon.

***

Rakan ran past dozens of reinforcements heading toward the front line while the screams of the dying echoed in his ears with every single step.

Those he passed stared wide-eyed in disbelief and disapproval as he fled, but he didn’t have time to stop and explain, not when every second counted.

‘Where the bloody hell are they?’ Rakan roared, spinning around. ‘This place looks the same everywhere I turn!’

Then he recognised the hut where he’d helped himself to some water and pounded across the wooden walkways.

Voices filtered down from above, some panicked, others calmer, trying to establish order as news of the assault spread like wildfire.

‘There you are!’ Rakan roared, running to a tree trunk where a double-bladed axe was tied to a tree trunk. It was a monstrous weapon, made for someone bigger than he was, but he didn’t care.

Yanking it free, he headed back toward the battle, his heart protesting with every beat.

‘Don’t you dare bloody give up on me!’ Rakan cursed as he paused to catch his breath, doubled over in pain. A few moments later, it receded, and he set off at a slower jog, the discordant sounds of battle drawing him unerringly toward the fight.

He could see hunters up ahead through the trees, surrounding their enormous attacker. The behemoth ignored the Eyre at his back as he continued his advance toward the heartlands. Those ahead of him either stayed out of his reach or died, inflicting wounds that healed swiftly with no loss of blood.

How the hells could they stop this thing, let alone the others? As he looked between the trees, he could see groups of Eyre surrounding other gigantic figures, and all were faring equally badly.

Would the trees offer sanctuary if the Eyre could escape into them?

‘Damnit!’ Rakan grumbled as he looked up at the canopy. He was useless at climbing trees, but this one didn’t look so bad. He tucked the long haft of the axe under his belt, the butterfly blades flat against his stomach, and reached up to grab a protrusion on the bark. With a grunt, he began hauling himself up, his boots scrabbling for purchase.

‘This isn’t so bad,’ he mumbled as he continued his ascent, but then he was suddenly falling. Fortunately, the ground was soft, and he rolled on impact, gasping as the blade tips gouged his ribs.

He looked in disbelief at the blood seeping through his shirt.

Something thwacked him on the head, and he saw one end of a knotted rope had been thrown down.

‘About time!’ he hissed quietly and, this time, made a quick ascent. Strong hands pulled him through the thick foliage, and he was dumped unceremoniously onto some planking.

He lay there for a moment, then pulled the axe free of his belt and rolled to his feet as his helpers ran off.

It was his first look at the Eyre capital above ground level, and despite the madness beneath, he was momentarily staggered by his surroundings.

He had always considered the swamp a dark, inhospitable place despite how it came to life at night. It was impossible to see more than a hundred steps in any direction due to the tree trunks and lack of direct sunlight, giving it an oppressive feel. Yet, now he could understand why many of this kingdom’s people lived high above the ground.

He’d rightly assumed it was to keep clear of the swamp waters and any predators, but had never realised there was a third reason until now.

The towering swamp trees’ upper limbs had been cut away, and the midday sun lit the true, hidden city in a blaze of unrestricted light. It was a place of unbelievable beauty.

Homes were built around every single tree trunk to the east as far as he could see. To the west, above where the fighting was taking place, defensive wooden platforms marked the city perimeter. Narrow wooden walkways complimented the network of branches that interlinked this previously obscured city as far as he could see.

Handfuls of archers shot down between the branches whilst young children sprinted back and forth, replenishing the dwindling supplies of arrows. They ran without fear of falling, as comfortable in the trees as Rakan was on the ground.

From up here, the screams of the injured were somewhat muffled. If only Istara and the majority of the archers had been able to retreat back to these safe heights instead of being slaughtered down below.

Rakan pushed toward the forward platforms, feeling out of place so far from the fighting. He was used to being in the thick of it, not skulking around.

‘Where is the beast attacking Istara now?’ Rakan demanded of a lithe archer who stood a little aside from a half-dozen others shooting arrows through the foliage.

‘What do you think we’re shooting at?’ was the terse reply.

Rakan nodded. It had been a stupid, unnecessary question, although how they could see and thread their arrows through the interlaced branches and leaves was beyond him.

He leapt from the walkway onto a thick branch, waving his arms in a frantic attempt to keep his balance, and almost dropped the axe. He wobbled, recovered, and then knelt, pushing aside some leaves.

He was still too far away, but what he saw left him speechless.

The beast was no longer attacking but holding its mace at arm’s length. The gem in its haft pulsed hypnotically, and the Eyre below were sinking to their knees, something approaching confused rapture on their faces, their eyes reflecting the green light.

Istara and his hunters were giving up the fight.

The gem drew Rakan’s gaze, and voices whispered in his mind.

‘Submit, worship and obey. Serve the Dark Gods and live!’

Bizarrely, he felt his will to fight diminish. What was the point in fighting? But then, the foliage sprung back, hiding the gem from view, and the seductive voices disappeared as if they never were.

Rakan stood warily, rattled by the intrusion and the message. Pushing aside this distraction, he leapt across three more branches before he was satisfied with his position.

‘Hey!’ he shouted, waving his hand, catching the archers’ attention on the nearest platform. ‘Cease fire!’ and he raised the axe above his head. Then, with a final look, took two steps, and jumped off the branch.

He fell like a stone and swung the axe straight down as he did so. It was a crazy, wild move, but he’d timed it perfectly. He landed with a boot on each of the behemoth’s shoulders as the curved axe blade split its enormous head in two like a ripe fruit.

Despite the sounds of battle raging nearby, here, at least, silence reigned. Istara and his surviving hunters shook their heads as if awakening from a dream, then watched in amazement as Rakan leapt free of the falling body.

It crashed face-first to the ground, the axe embedded in its head.

‘Not so old after all,’ the moustachioed hunter who’d teased Rakan earlier gasped, ashen-faced as he rose to his feet.

Istara came over and clapped Rakan on the shoulder.

‘I thought you’d run away,’ he muttered shakily.

A terrible groan interrupted him.

Rakan spun around to see black fingers digging furrows in the moist ground as the creature stirred. There’d been no blood or brains spilt despite the catastrophic injury, and the axe was moving on its own, being pushed from the closing wound.

‘Pin it down!’ Rakan yelled.

Hunters sprang forward, thrusting swords through the creature’s hands into the dank soil beneath as others did the same to its feet. Others simply jumped astride its back and began savagely thrusting their weapons deep into its body.

Rakan put his boot on the hugely muscled neck and yanked the axe free. The massive head turned to look at him, green eyes glowing with such hatred and malevolence that Rakan took a step back.

‘G-gods!’ Rakan stammered, raising the axe high and then bringing it down over and again in a savage, panicked fury. Finally, the head rolled free, and the green light in the eyes faded completely.

Rakan’s legs gave away as he gasped for breath.

But before he could fall, Istara’s strong arm around his shoulders steadied him.

‘Gather arrows,’ the Eyre leader shouted. ‘Pass the word along the line. We make a fighting withdrawal!’

The Eyre leader leaned in close, his voice barely above a whisper as he spoke urgently to Rakan.

‘That … thing. It was taking away our free will. Enslaving our minds. What it showed and demanded of us was horrific … It claimed to be a god!’

‘It doesn’t look very godlike now,’ Rakan muttered, feeling dizzy.

Istara’s laughed weakly.

‘No, it doesn’t, but irrespective, it was powerful beyond reason. I don’t know for how long we can resist this evil, especially as there are many more.’

‘So what’s the plan?’ Rakan wheezed, trying to catch his breath.

‘DRISTIN!’ Istara shouted, looking around in consternation at the fighting nearby. It wasn’t going well.

The captain staggered over. His face was pale, covered in sweat, and his wounds, both old and new, were open and bleeding.

Istara cast a quick glance over him.

‘I should have stopped to listen, not that it would have mattered. Your fight here is done. Go with Rakan, warn the Freestates and Horselords. Have them send help.’

‘I will stay and fight!’ Dristin scowled.

‘You will do as you’re told!’ Istara commanded sharply. ‘You were there when this started. They need to hear your story! We’ll resist them for however long it takes for you to return. All we need is …’

Something wet splashed Rakan’s face, making him blink, and when he looked again, Istara’s eyes were wide open in shock while an Eyre arrow jutted from his throat.

Dristin cried out in horror, lowering Istara to the ground.

‘Incoming fire!’

Hunters shouted warnings as arrows hissed through the air, thudding into the trees and ground around them. Rakan knelt alongside Dristin, watching the light in Istara’s eyes fade as his fingers clawed furrows in the soil.

Rakan looked up to see an approaching group of Eyre hunters. Each now sported a green, glowing eye and exchanged shots with Istara’s group.

The moustachioed hunter hauled Rakan and Dristin behind a tree.

‘Those bastard creatures have turned our own against us,’ he gasped.

‘Then I’ll chop some more heads off,’ Rakan growled, looking around for his axe.

‘No, old man. This battle is lost. I heard Istara’s orders. You and Dristin need to leave. Get on your horse and get help,’ he said hurriedly as he snatched a glance around the tree trunk they sheltered behind. ‘Now, head that way, and don’t look back.’

‘Keep their heads down!’ shouted the hunter to the nearby Eyre. ‘The old God Slayer is going to leave some for us!’

Hissing filled the air.

‘What are we waiting for? Let’s get going,’ Dristin moaned, grabbing Rakan’s arm for support.

With a solemn nod to some of the remaining hunters, Rakan reluctantly turned away from the fight for the second time. Hindered by Dristin, his progress was painfully slow, with every step tearing at his heart and conscience.

***

Maya walked silently, leading her horse, enjoying the gentle caress of the morning sun. The early calm was disturbed only by the trill of birdsong and their swishing footsteps through the long grass.

Much to Xander’s displeasure, they’d broken fast early and had already been walking an hour.

Freemantle was still a week to the north, and in the interim, Maya had decided to avoid Freemarch and all the other towns and villages they’d encountered. The tranquillity of nature would help settle her son’s angst, she was sure of it.

She glanced across at Xander, carefully considering her next words. Her previous attempts at light conversation had led to him voicing bitter complaints. Not that they were anything new, but after over a week of travelling, she’d hoped he’d have calmed somewhat.

It didn’t matter what she said. If she spoke of trivial affairs, she was ignoring Xander’s pain. If she mentioned his pain, she was being insensitive. Not that the silence was comfortable either, but Maya still relished every moment.

It had been too long since she’d spent time with Xander on her own, and she was determined to make the best of this bad situation.

Sadness gripped her. Rinsen was gone, and he’d been like a son too. She’d helped deliver him, then watched him grow into a fine young man. Xander had undoubtedly caused his death, but she wouldn’t lose two sons over a mistake, however foolish and avoidable it had been.

Her children were her life, and their accomplishments were all the more laudable because of the terrible curses they bore. They were the gifts that had replaced those she’d lost.

She loved them to the stars and back.

Then, there was Taran …

She smiled broadly at the distraction, her heart aching with bittersweet emotions. Damn, she missed him. Her consolation was the undeniable knowledge that he missed her too. It was a soothing balm on her troubled soul.

Despite their years together, she was still smitten. It mattered not what they spoke of, nor how many times they spoke of it, she hung on his every word as if it was the first. Despite watching a thousand sunrises and sunsets together, they still wished for thousands more, having never tired of sharing their appreciation of nature’s beauty with one another.

As for their lovemaking … Maya shivered pleasurably. How anyone could be so sensual, vigorous, and passionate …

The wind shifted, blowing unusually cold, banishing the warmth of her thoughts. It was not only unseasonal, but the summer sun was high and the sky beautifully clear.

She turned, walking backwards, noting with surprise a dark cloud moving swiftly across the sky toward them.

‘Xander. Take a look at that.’

Perhaps it was her tone, but Xander stopped kicking his way through the grass and turned back, absently rubbing Blaze’s forequarters as he did so.

They stood there watching

‘Hah. It’s just a flock of birds,’ Xander waved dismissively, but his voice betrayed a hint of confusion.

‘Look there, and there,’ Maya pointed out, as birds rose from the plains to join those in the sky. Cries carried on the cold breeze, a manic chorus squawked from thousands of tiny throats.

As the birds raced by overhead, Maya and Xander stared in surprise.’

‘How unusual,’ Maya muttered.

‘Gah. It’s nothing but the cold wind making them think it’s winter!’

‘Then why aren’t they heading south?’

‘Because they’re stupid birds.’

Maya sighed. She couldn’t even talk about this without Xander getting belligerent.

‘Let’s keep moving,’ Maya suggested, and they resumed their journey northwards, skirting along the edge of a large wood.

‘We’ll need to refill our skins at the next farmstead we come across,’ Xander grunted. ‘Although the water tastes horrible around here.’

‘It’s because we’ve been drinking groundwater,’ Maya explained. ‘Whereas we’re used to drinking meltwater or rainwater.’

‘Do I look like an idiot?’ Xander growled. ‘Why do you always treat me like I am? Why are you here anyway, I could just …’

Maya raised her hand, suddenly aware of a disturbance in the trees. The wilderness had a heartbeat that she was constantly in tune with, and it had suddenly gone crazy.

‘Quiet!’ she snapped.

Xander bit back what he was going to say. His mother was almost always too soft and easy to manipulate, but there were times when she bordered on frightening. Now was one of those times, and he knew better than to argue.

‘Make ready!’ she commanded, snatching her bow from its sheath on the saddle.

Xander didn’t hesitate, and his longsword sang as it joined the dagger he pulled from a scabbard at his waist.

His eyes flicked between his mother and the woods which held her attention as the undergrowth just inside the treeline swayed wildly.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ he urged.

But it was too late.

Bursting from between the trees rushed a horde, unlike anything Xander could have ever imagined. It was upon them before they knew what to do … and they stared in disbelief.

…..

Wolves, deer, wild pigs, rabbits, squirrels and more, swept around them like floodwater around two boulders.

Maya and Xander hung on to the horses’ bridles as they whinnied anxiously, but the creatures didn’t attack.

Xander scooped up a vole and held the quivering creature in his arms. It was frightened, but when he tried to understand why, there was nothing but a primordial instinct to escape in its mind.

He set it free and, this time used his gift to stop a deer in mid-flight. Once again, its thoughts were overshadowed by panic and a deep-rooted desire to run for its life.

‘Mount up,’ Maya ordered. ‘Let’s put some distance between us and those woods.’

Xander didn’t need telling twice, and they were soon galloping away, the horses eager to run as if the panic had been contagious.

Despite keeping careful watch, nothing further untoward happened, and they shortly reined the horses back to a gentle trot.

‘First the birds, and then those animals.’ Maya sniffed, looking around and scanning the horizon. ‘A forest or grass fire can send creatures into a panic like that, but I can’t detect a hint of smoke anywhere. Did you garner anything?’

‘Don’t you think I’d tell you if I had?’ Xander snapped back, rattled by what had happened. ‘They were just frightened. I couldn’t sense by what.’

They rode on in silence and Maya considered returning to Taran and the security of the Horselords.

She looked across at Xander and sighed.

It would be too great a risk to return with Xander when Shinsen’s loss would still be too raw. It was surely her insecurity rather than her instincts influencing her train of thought.

‘Perhaps the animals detected an earth tremor,’ Xander mused. ‘That would send them all into a panic like that.’

Maya laughed in relief until she saw Xander’s hurt look.

‘I wasn’t laughing at you, Alex,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I think you’re right. Just because we didn’t feel it doesn’t mean the animals didn’t.’

‘You don’t need to explain my own idea back to me!’ Xander snapped, his eyebrows knitted together.

Maya nodded. It had been a tremor.

Thank the gods.

***

Galmoth gazed upon the headless corpse of Atrophus in disbelief. Although there was a trail of bodies behind him, and others littered the floor around him, this was no glorious death.

He might have found his brother god annoying and disagreeable, but Atrophus was birthed by the creator gods themselves. Having survived banishment and with a life spanning thousands of years, he hadn’t deserved to die at the hands of some green-skinned mortals.

Raptos didn’t agree.

‘Serves him right! He didn’t have faith in Galmoth or that the creator gods freed us. He paid the price for it. So let us all remember to keep the faith.’ His thoughts echoed loudly in the minds of the watching gods.

‘Well said.’ Syralis’s thoughts were softer, a gentle murmur in comparison to Raptos’s crashing thoughts. ‘The creator gods have shown their displeasure.’

With a nod toward Raptos and Syralis, Galmoth touched his sword tip to the ground and frowned in concentration. The muddy earth and water peeled back, creating a pit, and Raptos kicked the corpse of Atrophus and his weapon into the darkness. Moments later, it was as if Atrophus, or the pit that swallowed him, had never been.

Galmoth turned to address his fellow gods. Eleven remained himself included. There was no love lost between any of them, but the absence of so many struck Galmoth keenly.

‘Brothers and sisters. With every victory, we get stronger, so let us go enjoy the spoils of this, our first success.’

He strode toward what he now knew to be the Eyre capital, knowing the way as well as the thousands who lived here that were now in thrall to him and his ilk. He knew what they knew thanks to the eye of the gods they now bore.

His brethren could all share in this hive mind as they moved through the swamp. Raptos was on his right, Syralis on his left. Behind were Archon, Sidarth, Belzard, Scremtar, Pestalia, Demmolias, Sestris and Purdeth.

As he walked, Galmoth smiled in anticipation. Thousands had fled, but they were in the minority and would be captured in time. Most had stayed to fight, and after the initial battle, he and his fellow gods had changed tactics, enthralling those who opposed them instead of fighting them.

Afterwards, brothers had killed sisters, husbands had killed wives, parents their children, until finally, those who resisted had laid down their weapons, unwilling to kill or be killed by those they loved and counted as family.

With his ground-eating stride, it wasn’t long before Galmoth came to where those who surrendered waited, guarded by those who would have once died to protect them.

‘Let us do what needs to be done,’ Galmoth projected to his fellow gods and strode amongst the captured humans and raised his sword, but not to slay.

Instead, he called upon the stone of creation embedded in its hilt, drawing their eyes and enslaving their minds until all those who gazed upon him were bound into reluctant servitude and worship.

His fellow gods did the same, revelling in their conquest, buoyed by the wave of subservience that grew with every passing moment.

By the time they finished, the sun had long set, and over thirty thousand Eyre were now ardent followers, and this was just their capital.

Tomorrow, they would head north, and their followers’ ranks would swell with every passing moment. No single Eyre knew the population of their people, but from the number of cities, towns and farms in this wild kingdom, there had to be close to two hundred thousand souls.

‘Let us raise a place of worship,’ Galmoth whispered in his mind to his fellow gods. ‘It is time we began to replenish our strength!’

With a simple projection of his will, the humans moved away, walking in silent obedience. He could sense their pathetic attempts to resist. They had absolutely no choice but to obey his every whim, but that didn’t mean they liked what was demanded of them.

Raptos projected an image, a stepped temple, similar to what had been raised in the distant past. The other gods silently indicated their agreement, and Galmoth nodded.

‘A good choice, brother.’

Gripping their weapons tightly, with minds and wills joined, they called upon the stone of creation in the weapons they’d been gifted with. The ground shook, the waters rippled, and from the dank earth, it rose, toppling trees. The humans nimbly avoided the falling timber but then returned to stillness.

Eleven sides, eleven gigantic blocks high, a reflection of how many gods it represented. Smaller steps for human feet were on one side, while every block depicted the figure of one of the gods. At its peak, a platform rose level with the highest trees, above the centre of which green light pulsed and shifted, twisting and reshaping.

Syralis locked eyes with Galmoth. They all deferred to him now.

‘Is it time?’ her thoughts teased his mind, her sensuality sending a shiver down his spine. It had been too long since he’d enjoyed the pleasures she could bestow. But he couldn’t let himself be distracted, not yet. Not when their conquest needed to go flawlessly.

‘It is time!’ he responded so that the other gods could hear.

‘Bring those who are unable to join us!’

He relished the anguish his command to the humans caused. Their wails of pity were music to his ears. Of course, those unable to fall under the gods’ thrall were gifted, protected by the same power of creation that Galmoth wielded.

There were eight of them. The oldest was Sastaria, a priest of the Eyre, and the youngest was a five-year-old child. Their eyes weren’t filled with the green of unity, only desperation, as they were carried or dragged toward the shrine’s steps. Only the priest walked without struggling.

‘Do not bemoan the fate of these filth,’ Galmoth roared, the words distorted by the torn skin that stretched between his lips. He exulted in the moment, the taste of revenge intoxicating. ‘The circle of fate to which you dedicate yourselves has proven true. As was before, this world is ours again. Take these betrayers to the altar and cast them into the light of uncreation!’

He pointed to the top of the shrine, although the captured gifted were already being hauled up the steps.

One after another, the sacrifices were thrown screaming into the green, pulsing light, disappearing with a flash, leaving no trace until only the priest remained. He remained calm, no sign of fear evident.

‘Anything to say?’ Syralis crowed. ‘Any last prayers?’

‘Speak, human. What pathetic words do you wish to be remembered by,’ Raptos laughed, euphoric from the small surge of power the handful of sacrifices had given him.

’Only a foretelling for you Dark Gods who stand before me,’ called Sastaria, shaking free of the hands that restrained him. ‘I have seen the memories of your first rule. You numbered in the hundreds, and yet still you were banished by our forebears. The circle of fate won’t stop just because you’ve returned. As was before, so it will be again. Your rule will not last long, let alone forever!’

‘Bring him here!’ Galmoth demanded, but the priest leapt into the light before he could be stopped.

The priest’s words lessened the despair within the minds of the watching Eyre, and Galmoth’s fury knew no bounds. It wasn’t enough that they were subjugated, he wanted to extinguish every last drop of their hope.

‘Everyone between the ages of six and sixteen will offer themselves as a sacrifice, immediately,’ he ordered.

The mental wails of despair returned, reaching a crescendo far surpassing that of earlier.

The other gods projected their approval.

‘On the morrow, we forge north and continue our subjugation of the Eyre,’ Galmoth announced, his voice whispering in the minds of his fellow gods.

He then used the memories from a thousand Eyre minds to piece together a picture of the landscape and the nearby realms of humankind, which he shared.

‘Then, once we’ve consolidated our gains and have grown in strength, we head south through the western fringes of the Freestates and beyond to where the humans call themselves Horselords. Such a grandiose title. It’s time to teach them some humility!’

Syralis laughed, her eyes shining at the thought of further conquest.

Galmoth delved further into the minds of the Eyre folk, learning everything that was known about the Horselords. They were led by a King and a Queen of some renown, legends, in fact. Worshipped by their people.

‘Only gods should be worshipped,’ Raptos stated as Galmoth shared his thoughts.

‘By the time this is over, only gods will be worshipped, Brother,’ Galmoth nodded. ‘Now, it seems our sacrifices are ready. Let us enjoy the moment and the power it bestows.’

As the symphony of sorrow washed over them, Galmoth and the other gods closed their eyes. Prayers would give power over time, sustaining them, but a life sacrificed gave a tangible pulse of energy. Once the lands of the Eyre were theirs, they would be able to fly again.

Galmoth opened his eyes to find Syralis staring at him boldly, her black body glowing with a green hue from the torches on the shrine. Her forked tongue flicked out to lick her lips, leaving them wet and glistening, and Galmoth felt himself stir.

He’d planned to abstain from such pleasures for a while, but with every screaming sacrifice and moan of despair, his ardour rose. He’d waited a thousand years to have his revenge on humankind, but there was no point in waiting another day to enjoy the pleasures he’d forgone this last millennium.

Syralis’s eyes widened as he moved toward her, and he wondered briefly whether the humans would enjoy the sound of her screams as much as she enjoyed theirs.

***


Chapter VIII










’Acting on this without further discussion could be a terrible mistake, and what if it was just a nightmare? There’s no evidence!’

‘But she bears the mark of the blood moon. How dare you doubt her word!’

‘We will never leave our ancestral lands. We stay and fight!’

‘And if we fight, we die. You heard Juliana’s prophecy!’

‘When has dying ever scared a knight of the clans?’

Taran sat, resting his chin on his hands as the voices raged around him. To his right sat Shinsen, looking tired and gaunt, and to his left, Juliana and Taysen, both of whom appeared shocked by the passionate debate. Before them, in a semi-circle, were seven senior knights of the clans. Above them, the giant moonwood tree towered, majestic and enduring - a pillar of strength and serenity despite the chaos at its base.

Shinsen and Taysen had advocated that Juliana’s tale needed to be told, and this mayhem was the outcome.

Taran couldn’t blame the usually unflappable knights because his mind was in turmoil too. He felt lost, his thoughts a kaleidoscope of questions and possibilities, none of which gave rise to palatable answers.

The rising voices began to draw interest from other clan members, and Taran couldn’t risk the news getting out before a course of action could be decided upon. He stood and, with a warm smile forced upon his face, gestured respectfully for the more inquisitive to move away.

‘My brothers and sisters,’ Taran said, turning back to the assembled knights.

But the bickering continued.

‘Enough!’

His barked command shut off everyone in mid-sentence, and Taran returned to his seat, the weight of every gaze heavy upon him.

‘My brothers and sisters,’ Taran repeated, leaning forward. ‘We are knights of the clans. Let us debate as we would exchange blows on the battlefield. With precision and thought.’

Something Maya once said when he’d exclaimed over how little they argued as a couple came to mind. When we feel as one, we think as one, and we act as one. That being the case, why would we ever argue? He smiled, for even in her absence, she provided guidance.

‘Let us remind ourselves of the things that make us who we are,’ he continued. ‘We are family, we are blood, and we are one people. We live together, we fight together, and we die together. If I’m wrong, then say so!’

Wry smiles, nods of agreement, and even the odd embarrassed flush could be seen, and Taran relaxed a little. He couldn’t be sure of what to do, but with heads cooling, there were plenty of others who might come up with some good ideas.

‘I’ve listened to all you’ve had to say, and the truth is that since hearing Juliana’s message, my mind has been in as much turmoil as yours. I know and share many of your doubts, but the time for action is upon us. With our queen absent, a decision must be made.

‘Now, what do we know that can’t be argued? I want everyone to contribute just one thing. Karlsen, you first!’

A bearded knight with one eye stood to address the now-settled group.

’That our sister Juliana bears the mark of the blood moon is irrefutable. I initially hoped it was a blemish and would fade, but it remains.’

He stared around the group, and everyone nodded in agreement.

‘Karlmata.’ Taran beckoned.

Karlsen’s wife was even more marked than her husband who sat to make way for her. Two fingers were missing from her left hand, and her mouth was turned up at one side by a scar.

‘We all speak the truth or lose our honour. I didn’t want to believe Juliana’s story, hoping it was merely a dream, but as my husband says, the mark dictates otherwise. She’s been touched by our goddess, and who are we to disbelieve Juliana, who is one of our dearest and truest.’

Despite the gravity of the situation, Juliana’s appreciative smile lit the meeting, and Taran flushed with pride. Just like her mother, Juliana was impossible to dislike and enjoyed the love of everyone who knew her.

‘Nikelsen.’

‘We’ve all noted the strange behaviour of wildlife. Even our chargers are skittish and unsettled. They can sense something is wrong, and it’s not just the unseasonal cold breeze! Evil is afoot.’

‘Thasmata. Your thoughts.’

‘Lunastra’s message was that humanity alone cannot stop the Dark Gods. We must seek further guidance. Surely she will show us the way?’ The dark-haired knight directed her comment at Taysen.

Taysen rose, his face grim.

‘Our goddess also advised that she couldn’t interfere or instruct beyond what she had already shown Juliana. Nonetheless, we have all tried praying for further enlightenment, but none of us, including Juliana, have been successful.’

‘Fulsen. Have you anything to add?’ Taran invited another knight.

Fulsen rose, grimacing with pain. He, like every other participant in the debate, was a survivor of the final battle against Daleth and bore the scars, both mental and physical, of that terrible event.

‘Only that if we face the Dark Gods, then surely the end of days are upon us,’ he said gravely. ‘That being the case, we should make the most of every last one and then fight with honour to the death when the time comes!’

‘Fulsen has it right!’ Shinsen called standing tall. ‘We live for battle so that we can die with honour. The goddess said we will die if we flee and die if we fight. She also showed Juliana that we would be enslaved if we capitulated and forced to sacrifice those we love. So, what is there to discuss? We have a chance to fight the Dark Gods! I can think of no greater cause to die for!’

Shinsen rose, sweeping his hand toward Taran.

When last we faced certain defeat, we put our faith in Taran, who was then a virtual stranger. He led us to a victory like none this world has ever seen. Since that time, he has become our brother and our Supreme Knight Commander. In the absence of Queen Maya, I have no hesitation in asking him to lead us a final time to victory or death!’

Shinsen drew his sword and knelt, offering it hilt first to Taran.

Taran stood as the assembled knights all followed Shinsen’s lead. Love and devotion shone on every face, and once again, he felt honoured and humbled by their faith. He took a deep breath, trying to overcome the emotion that threatened to bring him to tears.

Shinsen laughed even though he was on one knee.

‘You’ve never been stuck for words in all the years I’ve known you. You needn’t give a speech. Just one word will do. Will you lead us to death, honour and the afterlife?’

Taran drew a deep, troubled breath.

‘No.’

***

‘I need … to rest,’ Dristin muttered, dragging his booted feet through the dust.

‘Another hour, then we’ll take a break,’ huffed Rakan, stopping to allow the archer to draw alongside him.

He hooked Dristin’s right arm over his shoulder and took some of the smaller man’s weight. Dristin didn’t even have the energy to complain.

Rakan risked a quick glance over his shoulder for the hundredth time as he hobbled south along a trade road, half carrying the smaller man toward Freemarch, with the grasslands of the Horselords beyond his final destination.

Dristin was in a bad way and was slowing them down. Weakened by his wounds and a persistent fever, he needed frequent rest, and it was time they couldn’t afford to lose.

Rakan had been sorely tempted to leave the Eyre archer on the side of the road several times out of frustration and to give his aching back and shoulders a rest.

Not that their initial journey had been this difficult.

They’d been on the road a week, making good time, right up until their horse collapsed under them three days before.

They’d ridden the poor beast too hard, and it had stumbled and broken a leg. Its piteous cries had torn at his already guilt-ridden soul, and he’d whispered an apology as he’d cut its throat.

The pack on Rakan’s back was filled with its bloody meat, and voracious flies were drawn by its metallic aroma, making an already miserable day even worse. Yet, despite a full stomach, he was exhausted and light-headed from the heat and dehydration. A water skin hung empty at his belt, and he cursed himself for not sourcing another before beginning his hasty retreat.

Retreat.

The concept was nauseating despite knowing that spreading the word of the Dark Gods arrival was an important mission. He’d run before, leaving behind the desert tribesmen to die their honourable death at Tristan’s Folly those many years past, but it still didn’t sit well with him, and he knew it sat even worse with Dristin.

They’d only stopped to grab his weapons and some basic supplies before hastening to the border where his horse was stabled. And, all the while, the battle horns sent the Eyre people running the other way toward the combat.

The yells of those he’d left behind fighting, the confused shouts and the cries of terrified children had haunted his every sleep since.

Despite being ordered to leave by Istara, and for good reason, he still felt guilty. Without question, word of the Dark Gods’ arrival had to be spread.

Yet, who would believe him or Dristin?

An enemy that could turn a people against their own would be unstoppable. He could still remember the whispers in his mind and knew it was just luck that had helped him avoid a terrible fate.

Yet he grimaced with satisfaction, for he’d taken one of the so-called gods down himself. He didn’t know how many were left, but if they were vulnerable, then there was a chance. He smiled wryly, imagining the gods standing still under a tree while he jumped from above, caved their skulls in and chopped their heads off one by one.

Simple.

Except once they’d turned the people of the Eyre, then they would have thousands of lethal archers protecting them if that was their wish.

‘There are buildings ahead!’ Dristin whispered, lifting a finger to point, then dropping it a second later as if it was too heavy to hold up.

Rakan groaned as he straightened and shaded his eyes. He couldn’t see anything but continued on, Dristin’s arm around his shoulders. He’d got the captain to discard everything but his clothes and boots to allow them more speed. Yet after so long, the slim man was a weighty burden.

After what seemed hours, a village hove into sight, sat astride the trade road, fruit trees growing in abundance in carefully fenced and tended fields. The people here obviously took pride in their community flourishing under low taxes and a considerate king.

That wasn’t to say there weren’t brigands and ne’er do wells. Every pond had scum on the top and rotting stuff at the bottom, and society was no different. Yet it was good to see places like this, and they sorely needed to eat, drink, and acquire another horse, preferably two.

Another look over his shoulder assured him that as far as he could see, the horizon was devoid of green-eyed pursuers. A strange thought made him stop in his tracks.

‘What if the invasion is over?’ he mused. ‘What if those gods are content with ruling the Eyre and never intend to venture further afield?’

A dark bark of laughter escaped Dristin’s lips.

‘How foolish. I thought old men were supposed to be wise. Evil is never satisfied. It always wants more, ever more. Once they conquer my lands, they’ll head south for yours, mark my words!’

‘Don’t forget this old man can leave you by the side of the road anytime he feels like it,’ Rakan grumbled. ‘But you’re right. Unless your countrymen ended up defeating them.’

Dristin’s long stare was followed by a sad shake of the head.

‘We both know that isn’t true.’

Something rubbed against Rakan’s calf, and he looked down in surprise to see a black cat looking up at him expectantly.

‘You can smell what I’m carrying, eh?’

Rakan was glad for the distraction. After putting his mount out of its misery, he’d cut the horsemeat meat into small chunks, and it was but a moment of his time to extract a piece.

The cat meowed in appreciation at the approaching gift, and Rakan moved to the side of the dirt track and dropped the bloody cut in the grass. The cat was on it immediately, happily chewing on the thick meat.

Rakan scratched its neck and received a hiss and a deep-throated growl in return.

‘Hah. How’s that for gratitude and a bad attitude!’ Dristin sniffed. ‘Must be something to do with its green eyes!’

Rakan hastily withdrew his hand. Dristin waved aside his proffered hand and shuffled alongside as they resumed their journey toward the village. Rakan rubbed the muscles in the small of his back, relishing being able to walk upright.

Dristin coughed, staggering to a halt.

‘Gods, I’m parched,’ he said.

Rakan said nothing, merely nodded. The village ahead would replenish their water and could hopefully exchange his raw meat for something cooked or smoked that wouldn’t spoil. More than anything else, he had to hope they had horses to speed up their journey.

If they did, he’d bring the news swiftly to Taran and Maya, whilst Dristin would carry word to the Freestates’ cities.

‘Damn. This village doesn’t look familiar,’ Rakan murmured, realising that he must have taken a slightly different road at the last junction than the one he’d taken with Dafne on his way north.

‘Did you see me kill that god?’ Rakan whispered to her memory. ‘I swear my heart almost gave out before his head came off! I nearly joined you a lot sooner than I expected!’

He chuckled, and Dristin looked at him sidelong.

Numerous farm buildings and houses were set aside from the road, and, much closer, a few steps back from its gravelled surface, was a tavern with some outbuildings.

‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but it’s likely better if I go in there alone. People can be quite unhospitable to strangers.’

‘You’re a stranger!’ Dristin retorted.

‘But I’m not covered in bites, scratches and suffering from a sweaty fever. If they think you're plague-ridden, things will turn nasty!’

For Rakan’s tired feet and parched mouth, the tavern was an oasis, a little bit of heaven. Yet, if the invasion swept south and east, then this place wouldn’t be spared, nor would anywhere. It would burn like the fires of hell. However much he craved for rest, he wouldn’t stop until he was back with his family. He had to warn them.

He left Dristin sitting in the shade of a tree opposite the tavern and wandered across the dusty road.

‘Damn, but I wonder how Kalas would have fared against those creatures,’ he mused as he approached the tavern. ‘A daemon fighting against Dark Gods. That would have been poetic.’

It was an imposing building this far from any major town. The shutters on both stories were open, as was the front door, and laughter and loud voices could be heard from within. It was lunchtime, so perhaps the field hands had gathered for a well-deserved lunch. There were picket lines outside, but sadly, no horses, despite there being a water trough.

Rakan was tempted to drink straight from it but doubted a bad stomach would be worth the risk.

Instead, he approached the entrance and walked inside, the smell of ale, wine, and good food making him salivate.

The conversation died away briefly as he stomped unsteadily in, but swiftly resumed. The common room held eight men, one of whom was the size of an ox. Rakan reckoned the youngest to be about eighteen and the oldest to be in the region of forty. He felt old in their presence.

Rakan chuckled darkly. Once upon a time, his presence would have permanently silenced the inn in fear or respect. Now, all people saw was a grizzled old man to be pitied and disregarded.

He approached the tavern owner, a red-haired woman who cast an appraising eye over him as he moved toward the polished wooden counter. She pointed to a sign hanging from the ceiling, and Rakan peered at the scrawled writing.

‘You need to hand over yer weapons,’ she said even as Rakan read the words.

‘I’m not intending to stay.’ Rakan’s mouth was so dry that he found it hard to form the words past his cracked lips.

‘Nonetheless, my tavern, my rules, especially if you want something!’

Rakan paused, conscious of time ticking by. He and Dristin needed supplies and help, and the days of threatening to slit throats to get what he wanted were long gone.

He nodded, unbuckled his weapon belt, wrapped the leather strap around the scabbards of his sword and dagger, and passed them to the woman.

She grunted her thanks and stashed them in a crate alongside some axes, hatchets and long knives.

‘You look like a vagrant or brigand,’ she said, placing both hands on the counter. ‘You smell like one, too. If it weren’t for yer handing over yer pretty steel, I’d have seen you on yer way.’

‘It’s been a rough few weeks,’ Rakan muttered.

‘What’s in yer pack that’s bleeding everywhere?’ she asked, craning her head to get a better look as Rakan dropped it on the floor.

‘My horse!’

The woman shook her head, eyebrows raised.

‘What do yer want?’

‘A drink,’ Rakan croaked through cracked lips.

The woman just looked at him expectantly.

‘A tankard of ale.’

A few moments later, Rakan held a tankard topped with cool froth. For a moment, he paused, guilty about Dristin sitting outside, but then raised it to his parched mouth. It was sharp, but after two days without water, it washed away his fatigue as he quaffed it without pause.

‘Another!’

He finished the second almost as fast as the first and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, feeling the rough bristles of his unshaven face scratch his skin.

A cloth was draped over a plate, and as Rakan lifted it, there was a pie.

‘I’ll have that too!’

As he bit into the soft, golden pastry, the sugared apple filling was delicious, and he wolfed it down.

‘What now?’ the owner asked.

‘I need supplies for two weeks, and I need two horses.’

‘But you already have one,’ she said, chuckling, pointing to his blood-stained pack.

‘I need two live horses!’ Rakan added with a huff.

The woman rubbed her chin, taking stock as she looked him up and down.

He knew he looked like the vagrant she’d initially thought him. He was dust-covered, dishevelled, grazed and bloodstained.

‘We only ave the one horse. So, three gold pieces should cover everything, including what yer just had!’ She smiled, showing blackened teeth.

Rakan didn’t return it.

‘One gold piece would be way too much. Don’t make the mistake of thinking me an easy mark!’ he growled.

‘You’re the one who’s obviously in a hurry and needs to buy, whereas I have no wish to sell,’ she said, her eyes narrowing. ‘I’ll settle for two gold, or you’ll be walking again with no supplies!’

Rakan stared hard at the woman who returned it with an unwavering one of her own. He wanted to tell her where she could stick the two gold pieces but swallowed his anger. He had little use for the gold he had anyway, and speed was paramount.

Sighing in defeat, he reached for his belt pouch, only to discover it absent. He patted himself down in a panic, realising, even as he did so, that he’d left it hidden in the Eyre cabin he’d vacated so quickly.

The owner’s eyes narrowed, and a hiss escaped her lips.

‘I knew you’d be trouble. No gold for the horse, and what about the food and drink you’ve just had? How is yer gonna pay for that?’

Her voice rose sharply, drawing the attention of the other patrons. Rakan heard a few chairs scrape and knew this could escalate quickly if he didn’t calm it down.

‘Listen. I have news that’s worth more than any gold!’

The woman arched an eyebrow, her hands on hips.

‘You and yours need to flee east as soon as you can,’ Rakan continued. ‘The Dark Gods just conquered The Eyre, and …’

Bitter laughter from the owner cut him short, and he flushed, knowing how stupid it sounded.

‘A vagrant, a brigand, a madman. Whatever you are, it’s time for you to leave.’

‘Just pass my weapons, and I’ll be on my way,’ Rakan sighed.

‘Oh no. They’re collateral for what you owe. Now get out and only return if you have the money to buy them back!’

‘You’ll likely all be dead or enslaved by then!’ Rakan growled, slamming the palm of his hand down on the countertop. ‘I just came from the Eyre, they were losing the battle, and …’

‘So, you’re a coward who ran from a fight then?’

Rakan turned to see the eight men in a loose semi-circle around him.

The ox stepped forward, jabbing a thick finger into Rakan’s chest.

‘Better you run away now too, old man!’

Rakan swallowed his anger.

‘Old, yes. A coward, no! Now, I don’t want any trouble. I’ll just be taking my weapons, and I’ll be on my way!’

‘Throw him out,’ the owner crowed behind Rakan.

Suddenly the ox grabbed Rakan by the shirt whilst two others stepped forward and took hold of his arms.

‘Don’t do this,’ growled Rakan.

But they ignored him, half-carried him over to a window, and tossed him through onto the gravel road outside.

Rakan stayed on his hands and knees, trying to calm himself when raucous laughter pre-empted a thump as his bloodied pack hit his back.

He looked up to see Dristin shaking his head in despair.

With a sigh, he got to his feet and started walking.

***

Galmoth studied his fellow gods.

Their green eyes glowed with a new radiance that matched his own. They were stronger, and while still a shadow of their former selves, wounds now healed almost instantly. Ethereal wings were clearly visible, and in time, the power of the elements would once again be at their disposal.

Thick, heavy clouds blocked the painful sunlight, and snow fell, bringing welcome relief from the summer heat. The temperature was dropping, and in a day or two, the swamps would freeze. Galmoth stretched his wings to retain his balance as the ground shifted beneath his feet as the bedrock below reacted to the power infusing the creator stones they carried.

These lands would shortly go through a seismic change.

The Eyre might struggle with their changing environment, but the new world would have no room in it for the weak.

‘The kingdom known as The Eyre belongs to us,’ Galmoth stated, his words rustling through the minds of the gods around him. ‘Its people are utterly in our thrall, fleeing or dead, and the gifted amongst them have been exterminated. It’s taken us but a week to conquer, and now we’ll enjoy a lifetime of worship and sacrifice as our reward!’

The other gods were jubilant. Their successful conquest ensured the prayers and sacrifices of the enthralled would feed them with a steady trickle of power.

‘In time, my brother and sisters, this whole world will be ours. Then, with untold millions worshipping us, our powers will grow exponentially.’

‘Where you lead, you know I’ll follow,’ Syralis’s thoughts were like a gentle caress, and her forked tongue flicked out as she eyed him hungrily.

The other gods readily agreed. There were no dissenting voices, and nor could Galmoth detect any false praise. This first conquest had gone flawlessly. Even Atrophus’ death had been fortuitous, as he’d been the only one to question Galmoth’s initial lies. Now, despite them all being relatively equal in power and strength, Galmoth had established himself as their leader. Yet he wanted more, and now was the time to secure this position forever.

‘United, we remain unstoppable,’ he mused. ‘Accept my leadership, and we’ll enjoy eternal conquest.’

‘Of what do you speak?’

Scremtar’s thoughts were high-pitched, almost uncomfortable.

‘I have dreams. So many dreams!’ Galmoth replied.

‘Then share them with us. What is your vision?’ Pestalia asked.

Galmoth conjured images to mind of stars in the night sky.

‘We know the creator gods made other worlds, so I say to you all, why settle for one when the universe could be ours if we accumulate enough power!’

Silence settled over their hive mind as each god considered Galmoth’s words and thoughts.

‘We will all follow you, Galmoth. You’re the closest to the creator gods and have the vision to match,’ Raptos decried enthusiastically, breaking the silence, drunk with the thought of never-ending conquest.

‘Raptos speaks words of truth. That is a dream I would gladly be part of!’ Belzard boomed, his thoughts crashing like ocean waves.

Galmoth basked in their praise, allowing the excitement to build. His dreams had only come into existence a few moments before he had shared them, but now it felt like he’d owned them since the beginning of days.

‘Then, if you share my dream and wish to follow me, then be true to your word. Swear on your creator stone that my will is your will, that your life is my life and that we’ll work together for the glory of us all!’

Raptos didn’t hesitate and held his weapon aloft. It was an enormous spear, with the creator stone set at the end of its haft.

‘By the creator stone that gives me life, I bind mine to yours!’

Syralis flexed her wings, then followed suit, her flail held before her as she repeated the oath.

Archon, Sidarth, Belzard, Scremtar, Pestalia, Demmolias, Sestris and Purdeth all did the same, and Galmoth nodded in satisfaction. They were his now and could never betray him; otherwise, they’d simply cease to exist.

‘So what now?’ Archon gurgled. ‘Do we stay here and further armour ourselves with more power?’

The other gods awaited his decision, but in truth, it was not a difficult one to come to.

Galmoth shook his head.

‘We no longer need to be cautious. Instead, we shall be bold and enjoy the new strength we’ve attained. So, let us spread our wings, brothers and sisters. It’s time for us to conquer the lands of the Freestates and the Horselords.’

***

Rakan barged back into the common room and stalked toward the eight men at the bar.

They turned as he approached, smirking, confident in their numbers. One of the men who’d grabbed him waved a hand in Rakan’s face.

‘Be on your way!’ he laughed. ‘Or do you need more directions?’

Rakan said nothing. The time for talking was over.

He grabbed the man’s thumb, broke it with a savage twist, and silenced the accompanying cry with a straight right square on the chin, flinging him back into his friends. Two tried to catch the falling man while the others froze at the sudden violence.

He surged forward, slamming the palm of his hand against a curly-haired man’s nose, following it up with a vicious kick between the legs.

The high-pitched scream was music to his ears.

Two down, six to go.

The ox came for him, swinging a punch that would have knocked down a barn, but he ducked under the huge fist, lunged past, and threw himself at two men shielding behind their big friend.

He grabbed the first by the shirt and pulled him in for a savage headbutt that saw the man stagger away, dazed and bloodied. A painful blow to the side of Rakan’s head by the second man sent him stumbling. He frantically grabbed hold of a bar stool to stop himself from falling, then spun around, swinging it like a club. It shattered against his assailant’s head, the pieces falling on top of the man’s unconscious body.

Suddenly, he was slammed into the counter, pain shooting up his side. Another punch to the side of his head brought stars to his eyes, and he thrust his elbow back, feeling a solid connection.

A bottle smashed on his head, sending glass and wine showering over him.

As he spun around in anger toward the owner, the ox grabbed him in a bear hug from behind, trapping his arms. Rakan groaned as he was squeezed so hard that he thought his ribs might break.

A burly man ran forward, a sweeping right hook hitting Rakan hard in the mouth, knocking a tooth clean out and splitting his lip.

With a roar, he raised his legs and kicked, sending the man crashing back into another. He dropped his head forward, snapped it back twice in quick succession, and felt it connect with the ox’s face. He managed to gasp in some air as the grip around him weakened, but was carried across the room and unceremoniously flung out the window again.

He hit the ground hard with a painful thump and lay on his back.

‘Should we just move on?’ croaked Dristin.

Rakan didn’t acknowledge him but instead looked at the dark clouds gathering to the north. He needed to get back to his family, to those he loved! A nasty lump was forming on his head, which hurt badly, as did his side. His knuckles were split, and his already filthy clothes were torn.

He was old, his body and ego both bruised and yet … he hadn’t felt so good in years.

‘Welcome back, old friend,’ he growled as he rolled to his feet, noting the worried, disbelieving stares of the several bloodied men looking out the window as they realised he wasn’t leaving.

He returned to the entrance just as the door was being closed and slammed his shoulder into the wood. It crashed into the man behind, splitting his forehead, sending him skidding across the floor.

‘What the hells!’ roared the ox, coming forward like an avalanche.

Rakan kicked a chair into his legs. The giant man tripped, and Rakan brought his knee up hard. Despite the horrific blow to his face, the man remained on his hands and knees, looking up through tear-streaked and anger-filled eyes. Rakan grabbed the ox’s head, crashed it sideways against a tabletop three times, and left the man moaning on the floor behind him.

The owner hurriedly passed out knives and hatchets to four of the men who still had some fight left in them.

Rakan snatched an old wax-covered bottle from a tabletop and threw it hard. It took a man on the forehead, who went down as if poleaxed.

As the remaining three came for him, weapons raised, Rakan dodged between some heavy tables. Instead of taking their time and working their way around him, they stupidly continued their charge, all pushing forward for the same narrow gap.

He stepped forward, catching the wrist of a man swinging his hatchet in a blow that would have split Rakan’s skull like a fruit. The man gasped like a fish and dropped the hatchet as Rakan’s rigid fingers jabbed hard into his throat.

Rakan caught the falling weapon, used it to bat aside a determined dagger thrust, and then used the blunt back end to knock his attacker unconscious.

Only one man still stood facing him, blood running freely down his face.

Rakan doubted he looked any better himself.

‘Run or die,’ Rakan growled with a wicked snarl, spinning the hatchet.

The man looked at his moaning or unconscious friends, then slowly placed his dagger on the floor.

Rakan jerked his head toward the door, and the man fled.

‘Now,’ Rakan spoke loudly as he stepped over the bodies and broken furniture toward the counter and the owner cowering behind it. ‘You were saying about how much the supplies and horse would cost.’

He paused, bending down toward a groaning man who whimpered and curled up into a ball as Rakan knelt beside him.

Rakan reached out and picked his tooth off the floor. The roots looked fine, so he blew on them and then pushed the tooth firmly back into the gum.

As he stood, he kicked the man hard in the stomach, twice.

‘That’s for knocking it out,’ he growled.

He stalked up to the counter, slammed the hatchet deep into the polished surface, sending wood chips flying and stared menacingly at the owner. She held a dagger but trembled so hard that Rakan was afraid she’d drop it on her foot.

‘The cost!’ Rakan prompted.

The woman’s eyes darted around her broken tavern, but Rakan felt little sympathy. It needn’t have gone this way, and she’d no doubt taken great relish in smashing the bottle over his head.

‘THE COST!’ Rakan roared.

‘F-f-free!’ she stuttered.

‘Good. Now, you have until I come back with my pack to have my food, water, and weapons ready to go. Then I’ll be needing you to take me and my friend to that horse. Do you understand?’

‘Y-yes.’

‘Do you have any questions?’ Rakan growled as he took a jug and smashed it on the ox’s head who was struggling to rise.

‘Who, who the hells are you?’ she demanded.

Rakan laughed, remembering the Eyre archer who’d named him the god slayer. It had a certain ring to it. But something else came to mind, something he’d been called far more often of late.

‘I’m just an angry old man.’

***


Chapter IX










‘Thank you for making this easier for me, my old friend,’ Taran said, his voice cracking with emotion.

Shinsen nodded solemnly.

‘Go find Maya and Xander and bring them back if you can. Blood family should be with blood family at a time like this.’

‘I’m so sorry, Shinsen. I wish Rinsen …’ Taran began, but Shinsen interrupted him.

‘Don’t be foolish. Without you and Maya, the Horselords would have ceased to exist. You saved us, Taran. It’s because of you that I’ve known the joy of being a husband until Shinmata died and then a parent, as have so many of us. You owe me no debt, it’s the other way around. It was your love for Maya that saved the world as we know it. It’s only right that you find her and Xander again before the world you saved ends. There’s not a single one of us who doesn’t see it this way. We will pray that you find your way back to us to lead us in our darkest hour.’

Taran gripped his friend’s forearm.

‘I’ll return as soon as I’m able.’

Shinsen smiled briefly, and for the first time since Rinsen had died, it reached his eyes.

‘Actually, take as much time as you need. It feels good to be in charge again. Supreme Knight Commander Shinsen. It has a certain ring to it.’

They both embraced, and one by one, the other senior knights came forward, and Taran enjoyed the warmth of their whispered parting words. They had bled together, drunk together, and dined together for decades. They were family, and he loved them all.

Taysen approached, but Taran looked past him perturbed.

‘Juliana is waiting with the horses,’ Taysen offered. ‘You should get going. We all have so much to do, and yet we have no idea of how much time we have to do it.’

‘I’ll be back in good time!’ Taran said with a heavy heart.

‘No, you won’t.’ Taysen sighed. ‘I fear the end will come sooner than we realise. The Dark Gods are already here, Taran! It sounds ridiculous, but only now is the reality of our situation sinking in. The Dark Gods are walking this earth, and there’s nothing we mortals can do about it. Even our goddess has said as much. Will they be here tomorrow, the day or the week after? We have no idea. Whichever, we will meet them with steel in our hands and prayers on our lips!’

Taran nodded and turned away, hurrying through a gathered crowd.

‘Good luck, Taran!’

‘Ride swift and strike swifter!’

‘Find our queen!’

‘Come back to us safely!’

Hands reached out to touch him, and suddenly he was swept off his feet as the crowd lifted and carried him all the way to his horse. As he was lowered carefully to the ground, he quickly dried his eyes.

Juliana was already mounted, her saddle modified with a backrest. It was the only way she could ride for long periods of time, and while she would slow them down, there was absolutely no way she wasn’t coming.

Juliana had disposed of her robes and was garbed in hunter’s leathers just like her mother used to wear. Yet she carried only a small dagger, not being strong enough to wield a sword or draw a bow.

Taran stepped into his saddle, doing a quick check that everything was where it should be. With a satisfied nod and a final check on the lead rope of their pack horse, he cast his gaze a final time over the expectant crowd.

He paused, a final rousing speech coming to mind, but he discarded the idea.

‘I love you all. It’s been my honour to live amongst you. We’ll be together again, in this life or the next!’ he shouted.

The gathered knights drew their swords and raised them in salute.

Juliana waved, stifling tears of her own as she heeled her horse into a trot.

The morning sun rose over the mountains to bathe them in the early morning sunlight, and Taran’s spirits rose with it. How could anything but good fortune accompany them on their quest on such a glorious day?

‘Let’s go,’ he said, half to his horse, half to himself and urged it after Juliana. The temptation to gallop was nigh on overwhelming, but despite the urgency, this quest to find Maya had to be led with the mind, not the heart.

He caught up with Juliana, and they reached out to touch fingertips briefly.

‘I’m sorry we didn’t have time to talk before, but did you manage to walk the spirit paths last night?’ Taran enquired.

Juliana nodded.

‘I did, but not for as long as I’d have liked, as I knew how much it would weaken me. I scouted all the way to the Freestates border. Sadly, there was no sign of them or anything else of note.’

Taran nodded.

‘Speed is our ally. We can only travel swiftly if we know the route is safe.’

‘I know, Father!’ Juliana sighed, rolling her eyes. ‘We’ve gone over this already. If there is anything untoward, I’ll mention it, and I’ll also take note of farmsteads, villages, towns and water sources too!’

Taran smiled.

‘It wasn’t that I thought you’d forgotten. It just eases my mind to go over everything out loud so that if we’ve missed anything, we’re more likely to spot it now.’

Juliana nodded, her eyebrows drawn together.

Taran looked at her, surprised, and noting his reaction, she recovered with a quick smile.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Jul,’ Taran said, knowing what lay behind the frown. ‘Will we catch up with them in time? But let me remind you. Not even death has kept your mother and me apart. I swear we’ll be reunited. We know where they’re heading, just not the route or how long they’ll take!’

‘But what if you’re wrong, and we don’t catch them in time?’

‘Then we’ll be together in the next life.’

‘You truly believe that?’

Taran smiled.

‘I know it, Jul. But I rather enjoy this life, so let’s go find them.’

‘Then let’s push the pace a while!’ Juliana smiled and heeled her horse into a canter.

Taran rode after, full of hope, until he saw the dark clouds on the horizon to the northwest. Not just a storm was coming, but supposedly the end of the world. He would find Maya and Xander if it was the last thing he did, and woe betide anyone or anything that stood in his way, for his was a love to kill for.

***

Rakan awoke shivering, amazed that he’d even managed to fall asleep. It had been a bad night full of nightmares, and today didn’t seem likely to get any better, especially as the ground, as far as he could see, was covered in a light frosting of snow.

‘What the hells,’ he muttered, looking around in disbelief. ‘Snow at this time of year. What’s happening?’

‘The Dark Gods are happening,’ Dristin said, from the other side of their small make-shift camp. ‘This weather is no coincidence.’

Despite the overwhelming desire to get going, Rakan reached over and stirred the embers of his campfire, relieved at their hearty glow. He added sticks, finding the snap and pop as they burned reassuring.

His horse snickered, troubled by the smoke in the shallow cave they’d chosen to shelter in, but it edged closer nonetheless, no doubt as grateful for the warmth as he and Dristin were.

‘Damn, but my back aches,’ Rakan complained.

‘Imagine how our poor horse is feeling then,’ Dristin chuckled weakly. ‘He’s as old as you and carried the both of us!’

Rakan snorted.

He briefly regretted not finding lodgings along the trade road, but this was now a time of war and an enemy that couldn’t see or find you couldn’t kill you. There was no doubt it had been the right thing to do. He might have enjoyed twenty-five years of peace, but he’d lived far more than that preparing for and engaging in war, and old habits were coming back every passing day.

He reluctantly wormed his way from a sleeping roll, secured a grain bag over the horse’s muzzle, and then peeled off his socks to rub some warmth back into his toes. It hurt at first, but after a few minutes of hard labour, he was confident his toes wouldn’t turn black and be lost to frostbite. He replaced his socks and laced up his boots.

‘Let’s take a look at you,’ Rakan huffed, kneeling next to Dristin.

‘Yes, Grandfather!’

A tight smile accompanied the comment, and Rakan didn’t take any offence. The slight Eyre captain was just using humour to cover his pain and discomfort.

‘You’re feverish still,’ Rakan muttered, removing his hand from Dristin’s damp forehead. ‘Let’s get you sitting up!’

Rakan put his hands under Dristin’s armpits and heaved him up against the cave wall.

‘Take your shirt off!’ Rakan ordered.

‘You’re not really my type,’ Dristin sighed. ‘But if you insist!’ He unlaced his shirt, his shaking fingers struggling with the task.

Rakan helped, pulling the sweat-stained clothing away.

‘Damn!’ he hissed, eyeing one of the many scratches Dristin had suffered on his upper arm that was oozing pus. ‘There’s the problem!’

Dristin looked at the angry wound, wrinkling his nose as Rakan squatted, rubbing his bristly chin.

‘Let me tell you what you’re thinking!’ Dristin said, pulling a wan smile. ‘You’re thinking you’d move twice as fast without me slowing you down.’

Rakan nodded.

‘You got me …’

Dristin raised a hand as Rakan was about to continue.

‘I don’t blame you. In fact, I agree with you,’ Dristin chuckled. ‘I should’ve stayed and died defending my homeland. You need to get back to yours and quickly. I’ll just stay here. Once the fire goes out, the cold will take hold, and I’ll slip away nice n easy!’

Rakan drew in a deep breath, shook his head, and pulled his dagger free.

‘I said I’d die to the bloody cold,’ Dristin gasped, raising his hands weakly in defence, horrified as Rakan leant toward him.

Rakan grabbed an arm.

‘Stay still, or it will hurt more.’ He grinned evilly, then laughed. ‘I’m not going to kill you. I just need to dig out whatever is causing the infection. It’s not just you Eyre who can joke around when it suits them, Grandson!’

‘Very funny,’ Dristin muttered, his voice uncertain.

Rakan grabbed a stick from a pile he’d gathered for the fire, then gave it to Dristin, who clamped it between his teeth.

A few minutes later, Rakan grunted in satisfaction, holding up the tip of a claw between bloodied fingers before casting it into the fire.

‘We’ll let you bleed a while. It will help cleanse the wound!’ he said, but realised he was talking to himself. Dristin was unconscious.

He stood, rubbing the small of his back, then rummaged through the horse’s saddlebags as an icy gust blew into the cave.

‘At least the supplies won’t spoil,’ he grumbled to himself as he bit down on some dried meat. ‘Might actually taste something if they did though!’

‘Look at that. I must be losing some weight,’ he chuckled, buckling his weapon belt a notch tighter than usual, enjoying the comforting weight of steel on his hip. He rested his hand on the sword hilt to ensure it was properly positioned, then tried to draw the blade … but couldn’t.

Despite this delaying his departure, he met this mishap with a grim smile of satisfaction. He unhooked the scabbard, positioned the hilt near the fire, and then pulled some wrapped meat from his rucksack. It was fatty and just what he needed.

Once the fire had melted the frost, the blade easily slid free. Rakan carefully wiped the fatty meat over the blade and the scabbard top, then repeated it with his dagger. Satisfied with his work, he reattached the weapons and kicked out the fire.

Rakan checked on Dristin’s wounded arm. The blood was trickling fresh and red. He’d helped himself to some cloth from the tavern when they’d left, and he tied it securely to help stem the blood flow.

‘We’ve got to get moving, Girl,’ Rakan explained to the mare as he stood and straightened a saddle blanket across her back before hoisting the saddle into place. ‘I’ve got to return to my family and warn them before it’s too late. You’ll have plenty of company once we get there. The grasslands go on for leagues, so you’ll love it. The only problem is there’s nowhere to hide.’

Hide. Rakan mulled over the thought as he rolled up the sleeping rolls and tied them to the saddle. He patted himself down, ensuring everything was where it should be. Was it possible to hide from the gods? Was hiding like a rat in a sewer even a life?

‘Less haste, more speed,’ he muttered as he checked the girth straps on the saddle twice before hanging his pack from the pommel and removing the grain bag.

‘Dristin. Wake up, you lazy bugger!’

Despite several attempts to wake him, including putting snow down the unconscious man’s back, Rakan gave up. The Eyre captain was slight, but even so, it took far too long to put his shirt back on and hoist his limp body into the saddle. Securing his hands to the pommel and his feet to the stirrups took even more valuable time.

With a final glance around, Rakan led the horse out of the cave and through the undergrowth toward the road. It was strangely quiet, except for the crump of his footsteps. No birdsong broke the still air, nor squirrel made itself known. They were either gone, too scared, or perhaps already dead from the unexpected, unseasonal cold.

‘Damn, but my clothes aren’t fit for this weather.’ Rakan’s teeth chattered as he picked up the pace, forging through the thin snow toward the raised trade road. ‘Without any money, I might have to turn to thievery. It seems the older I get, the more like my younger self I’m becoming!’

The horse whickered, and Rakan patted it on the neck before gathering the reins, grabbing the pommel and mounting awkwardly behind Dristin. A bitter wind plucked at his thin clothing, and absent the shelter of the trees or the horse’s body, chilled him to the bone.

The glare from the snow was painful, and Rakan squinted, making out a hint of smoke on the horizon.

‘I wonder if the grasslands are already experiencing snow like this?’ he muttered as the horse plodded along. ‘Probably not, but they’ll take the herds further south if they are. If they do, they’ll be cornered with nowhere to run. We’ve got to hurry, Girl,’ Rakan urged his tired horse. ‘I’ll give you a carrot if you go faster.’

The horse gave a sidelong glance and snorted in disgust when no carrot materialised.

‘You’re right. There’s no carrot, so it will have to be the stick!’

Rakan dug his heels in the mare’s flanks, and it broke into a reluctant canter.

It was risky. The horse was heavily burdened, and the newly fallen snow made the road treacherous. But time was of the essence, and the horse would stay warmer this way. It was an old beast, like he was, but was still faster than Rakan was on foot. However, it was used to pulling a plough, not racing along roads and fields, although when he and Dristin had first mounted, it had pawed the earth as if yearning to break into a gallop.

Rakan shivered and risked tucking a hand under his armpit.

Snow fell with a greenish tint, underscoring his belief that the Dark Gods were to blame. It added to the thin, wet blanket already covering the fields and woodland as they pressed on.

As they neared the next village, workers frantically picked fruit from trees, saving what they could, whilst farmers hastily harvested wheat before it spoiled even if it hadn’t yet come to term. Everyone looked bewildered and scared.

Rakan had already given up trying to warn people of impending doom. ‘You’re touched by the gods,’ those he’d approached had told them, a common saying used for people who had lost their minds. He wondered whether the snow and ominous clouds would now give credence to his words.

But where would people run to?

He guided the horse off down a path toward a farmstead built to the side of a junction, where several workers, under the orders of an overseer, were shepherding bleating sheep into a barn.

They paused in their work, and two men sauntered into the barn to reappear holding pitchforks.

‘I’m the owner of this farm. What can we do for ye?’ A grey-haired old man asked, looking Rakan and Dristin up and down.

‘Why is that man bound?’ the owner asked.

‘He is struggling with a fever from an infected wound,’ Rakan explained.

‘So what do you want?’

‘We’re in sore need of warm clothing, Friend,’ Rakan said, getting straight to the point. ‘I’ll be honest. I’ve no coin to pay for it, either.’

The silence stretched, and Rakan cursed silently. He didn’t want this to turn nasty, but what other choice did he have? Trading his weapons wasn’t an option, and he had nothing else of value unless …

He took a water skin that had been filled with wine by the innkeeper from a saddlebag and took a swig, enjoying the temporary warmth.

Stoppering it, he tossed it to the farmer, who caught, unstoppered it, and took a sniff.

‘It’s all I have to give,’ Rakan shrugged. ‘Share it if you wish.’

The farmer took a long pull before passing it around the workers. By the time it came back to Rakan, there was just enough for a final gulp.

‘Jed. Go fetch these strangers an old wool jumper, hat, and some mittens each.’

At the farmer’s order, one of the men ran inside the farmhouse, and the atmosphere relaxed.

‘I’ve never seen the like in all my years,’ the farmer said, kicking at the snow around him. ‘This is the work of demons, mark my words!’

‘Father. Really?’ challenged a broad-chested man, shaking his head.

‘I heard them, I tell ye! Last night, whilst you lot were asleep, they passed overhead, flapping their wings!’

A cold fist gripped Rakan’s heart. He thought he was ahead of those pursuing him. But perhaps the truth was simpler. He was never being pursued. The Dark Gods wouldn’t care about one old man, even if he’d managed to slay one of their own. They’d already forged ahead, and here he was, taking the time to talk and drink wine when he should be riding his horse into the ground.

‘Father. Look there!’

Rakan turned to see maybe a hundred people stumbling into sight around a bend in the road to the south that Rakan had been heading toward. Their approach had been hidden by some woodland.

The farmer stared accusingly at Rakan.

‘They have nothing to do with me. I’m no brigand, Sir!’ Rakan shot back, feeling somewhat guilty that he was willing to be one if the need arose.

‘I think that’s Artur and his son, Seban, at the front,’ one of the workers said. ‘I recognise Artur’s limp. They must be coming from Dainsford. The next village to the south on the way to Freemarch,’ he added for Rakan’s benefit.

‘What they doing, all coming ‘ere then?’ the farmer mused.

‘Artur! Is that you?’ shouted the worker and received a slow wave in response.

Jed reappeared and walked over to Rakan’s horse to deliver the woollen clothes. Rakan wasted no time shrugging into his and pushed the spares into a saddlebag for when Dristin awoke. They were old, well worn, and smelt unpleasant but were thick and exactly what he needed.

The mare shifted nervously beneath him, whinnying.

As the crowd of people drew closer, bundled against the cold with robes and hoods pulled close around them against the wind, Rakan’s heart almost skipped a beat as he caught a flash of green from under a hood.

‘You need to lock yourselves in the farmhouse!’ Rakan shouted, as his mare tossed her head. ‘Arm yourselves and keep these people out. They’re not who they used to be!’

The farmer looked over, shocked.

‘What are you talking about? We know these people.’

‘You mentioned demons. Trust me, these will be worse,’ Rakan yelled, wrestling with the reins, trying to keep the mare under control.

‘We’ll do no such thing. They’re our neighbours and obviously need help!’ retorted the farmer.

The first people cut across the junction, reached the stone wall surrounding the courtyard and struggled to climb over. A worker cast aside his pitchfork and went over to talk to them.

The next moment, he was dragged over the wall, kicking and screaming.

‘HELP ME!’ yelled the shocked man as he fought back.

Despite his wild struggle, two robed men pinned his arms behind him whilst he was quickly subdued and then thrown out of sight to the ground.

The farmer and his workers stood transfixed. Even Rakan didn’t act, but only because he had wanted to watch, to see, to learn before he fled.

Moments later, eyes glowing a fierce green, the possessed clambered over the wall and swept forward toward the farmer and the other workers.

Accepting they were under attack, several men with pitchforks ran forward to oppose the onslaught, but, despite their desperate stabs, they were borne under by the weight of the charge.

Rakan didn’t want to stay around for what happened next. He knew enough already. Those who had been turned were helping to subjugate the land by either capturing or killing those who had yet to fall under the thrall of the Dark Gods, and he had nearly ridden right into their clutches!

As shouts and curses rang loud behind him, Rakan yanked the horse’s head and kicked his heels in hard ... only for the mare to hesitate. Even though it had sensed the peril, it chose that moment to rebel.

As the possessed swept toward him, Rakan kicked his heels in again, and the mare responded.

But it was too late.

Hands reached up, grabbing the horse’s bridle, whilst others grasped Rakan and Dristin’s legs, trying to yank them off.

Rakan snatched his dagger free, slashed at a hand that had a firm grip on his calf, and then jammed the dagger into the horse’s flank.

It reared in pain, and for a heart-stopping moment, Rakan thought it would topple as he fought to keep him and Dristin in the saddle. But it recovered its footing and bolted, galloping directly toward the courtyard wall at breakneck speed like a horse half its age.

Rakan held on tight as it leapt, sending a silent prayer to Lunastra when it skittered on landing. It managed to stay upright, then bolted southeast, the green-eyed horde fruitlessly giving chase.

***

Maya shaded her eyes as she looked at the shining city that lay ahead, a jewel set amongst a beautiful landscape. Despite its beauty from a distance, she could no longer abide such places, for they held only bad memories and the wound it inflicted on the earth still tore at her soul.

‘It’s hard to tell now, but Freemantle was once occupied by Daleth’s forces,’ she said softly as they rode towards it. ‘Without walls, the population that didn’t flee east were subdued and subjected to terrible persecution. Afterwards …’

‘It was used as a base for Daleth’s armies,’ Xander interrupted, finishing the sentence for her. ‘One headed north in an attempt to subdue the Eyre and another south, decimating the Horselords. I know my history. I had to sit through enough of these pointless lessons when I was young.’

‘History has a way of repeating itself, Xander. Never underestimate the folly of humanity. Only if we learn from past mistakes can we hope to avoid those of the future.’

‘Is that your way of telling me I should learn from my mistakes, Mother? Rinsen dying was no one’s mistake, least of all mine.’

Maya sighed.

‘I hadn’t intended it to come across that way. But, as you’ve mentioned it, having the strength to recognise a mistake will make you a better man, whilst apologising for a mistake … an even stronger one. Rinsen was a brother to you, do you not feel remorse?’

Xander sighed and rolled his eyes.

‘Mother. You only saw what you wanted to see. Did it ever occur to you that he taunted me at every opportunity? That he might have used his influence and popularity to turn everyone against me?’

Maya glared in response to his claims.

Xander shifted awkwardly in his saddle under her gaze.

‘I was just joking. You always say I’m too serious, and I was just trying to make a joke,’ he muttered.

‘There are some things you shouldn’t joke about. Anyway, this is our destination, and we’ll stay here to see whether you can enjoy what Freemantle has to offer. Hopefully city life will suit you, Xander. I’ll show you the sights, and despite my aversion to cities, the beauty of the architecture and sculpture here is unrivalled. However, on the downside, the crowds can be a little overwhelming.’

‘I can already smell them from here,’ Xander complained.

Maya sniffed.

‘Now that’s a joke worth making. You’re right, I can smell something off too.’

‘Is it true that every house in the city has a sit-down toilet like at our temple?’ Xander asked.

Maya’s laughter pealed out, high and full of delight, causing some nearby farmers to look up from their crops. She waved to them, and they returned the gesture, smiling.

‘Yes, Xander. They all do! It’s the one thing that I actually miss!’

‘Lady Maya!’ the farmers shouted.

‘Do we have to?’ Xander muttered under his breath as Maya turned her horse toward them. ‘Doesn’t it get annoying that all the older people know you?’

‘Not when they’re pleased to see me,’ Maya said, dismounting at the side of the road.

The farmers hurried over. Both were desert tribesmen and were dressed warmly despite it being midsummer.

‘It’s an honour,’ they said, touching their fingers to their lips, hearts, and then foreheads.

Maya did the same, then leaned over the railing to delight them both with an embrace.

‘Please honour me with your names so I may remember you?’ she asked, standing back.

‘Karam’

‘Olestram’

Maya bowed.

‘This is Xander, my son. Without your bravery and the sacrifice of your kinsman, he wouldn’t be here to stand beside me. You’ll forever have my gratitude,’ Maya said sincerely.

‘Without you, the world would be dying under Daleth’s rule. Never a week goes by without us telling our children your story and of the peace you brought to these lands.’

‘The boredom she brought,’ Xander muttered under his breath, impatient to move on.

‘You honour me, thank you. But please excuse us, for it’s getting late, and we need to find lodgings in the city.’

Maya bid farewell to the two farmers and led her horse on foot toward Freemantle, Xander scuffing the ground with his boots beside her.

‘This life isn’t boring, Xander. You have yet to appreciate what it offers.’

‘Really?’ Xander scoffed. ‘Don’t you long for the excitement of your youth? If even half the tales about you are remotely true, then you lived a life I can only dream about!’

Maya stopped and turned toward Xander, placing her hand on his shoulder which was promptly shrugged away.

‘Yes, there’s a part of my youth that I’d relive again. Finding and falling in love with your father was the most exciting thing I’ve ever experienced. I’d live that part a million times over …’

‘No. No. Not that part. You know what I mean. The battles and the glory!’

‘There’s no such thing as glory in battle, Xander. It’s something only those who’ve never experienced war talk about. I killed hundreds, Xander, hundreds, with my gift and my hands. Their faces can still haunt me when I sleep. I’ve also watched friends and allies die in their hundreds, and their deaths haunt me even more because back then, I had the power to save some but chose not to.’

‘But combat is what us knights of the clans live for. To die in battle is the greatest honour …’

‘To die in battle is to die with your guts around your ankles. It’s to die from an infected stab wound or be surrounded by emptied bowels and men crying for their mothers. Learning martial skills is about discipline, and the knightly code is about protecting the weak, not about seeking war.’

Xander shook his head in disbelief.

‘So everything we’re taught is a lie?’

‘What you’ve been taught and what you heard are perhaps two different things, and that’s often the way. We now welcome strangers to our lands, whereas before, they were killed as trespassers. We duel, but never to first blood. We train for battle so that we can protect the lives of the ones we love whilst never using those skills to threaten others.’

Xander grimaced.

‘I think age makes you boring.’

Maya laughed.

‘I’d like to think age makes us wiser, but I understand what you’re saying. In my younger days, I was a huntress for my village, and there were many times I wished for excitement and an end to the boredom. Then, one day, my wish came true. In the period that followed, hundreds of thousands died to the folly of conquest. Now I’m much happier with my boring life.’

‘Let’s mount up and push the pace a little. I’m tired of walking and talking,’ Xander complained, climbing into the saddle.

‘I’m tired of riding,’ Maya shot back. ‘When I was younger …’

‘You would run all day. Yes, I know,’ Xander sighed, rolling his eyes, then stopped talking and put his hand to Blaze’s neck.

Maya looked across quizzically.

‘Blaze is nervous,’ he said, looking around.

Maya’s sharp eyesight joined her son’s, not questioning his warning, and yet the farmers, both near and far, continued working in their fields without concern.

‘Maybe a snake in the grass?’ Maya offered.

‘Maybe. Let’s not wait to find out,’ Xander grumbled.

Maya mounted and heeled her horse into a trot, whereas Xander conveyed the instruction with a simple thought for Blaze to respond. They were still a solid hour from what had once been the Freestates’ capital, and Maya wanted to secure a place to stay well before dusk.

Xander leaned forward, his eyes wide with excitement.

‘How could you want to live in a tent when something like this could have been yours?’ Xander murmured in awe as they drew closer.

Maya smiled. She might not like cities, but to see her son enthused about something other than an animal made this journey worthwhile. This would be a visit to remember, and maybe Xander might find a place in this city if it moved him to positive emotion.

‘Wait until you see the Royal Palace. Its roof is covered in thin gold leaf, and it shines like a summer’s morn,’ she mused.

Suddenly, the horses whinnied in distress as a deep rumbling teased at their hearing. Nearby trees and fence posts shook, and even the crops in the field waved wildly, at odds with the gentle breeze that should have sent them leaning in one direction.

The horses settled quickly, and Maya knew that Alex had used his gift to calm their fear. Farmers and field workers shouted in concern to one another, but Maya noted all the nearby farm buildings had weathered the shaking ground undamaged.

‘That was a nasty tremor,’ Maya said, unconsciously stroking her horse’s neck. A bitter wind dispelled the evening warmth, and Maya shivered.

‘Look at that!’ whispered Xander, his breath pluming. He pointed to the sky above Freemantle. ‘I swear they weren’t there a few moments ago.’

Maya’s eyebrows furrowed as heavy dark clouds formed, churning like water under a boat’s oars.

The ground shook harder than before, and a small wooden outbuilding in a field to their right collapsed in a cloud of dust that was quickly whisked away by the wind.

‘We should get out of here,’ Xander urged, his voice betraying his fear. ‘Our horses want to run.’

Maya reached out and squeezed his forearm.

‘Relax, Xander. There’s nothing to worry about …’ her voice faltered as the ground shook again, causing the horses to skitter sideways as they tried to maintain their balance.

She smiled reassuringly as the shaking subsided and the ground settled. For a moment, there was silence before distant shouting carried to them on the wind.

‘Come on. Let’s go!’ Maya urged, heeling her mount forward. ‘You said you wanted some excitement. Well, there it was.’

‘You always use my own words against me,’ Xander grumbled under his breath, but he didn’t argue further, and Blaze cantered forward under Xander’s silent command.

Maya smiled. He was excited to visit the city even if he couldn’t voice the words, and that, for her, was enough.

***

‘What the hells happened here?’ Taran gasped, looking up at a huge rock, half the height of the moonwood tree that loomed over them as it leaned drunkenly to one side in the midst of a vast stretch of prairie.

Massive chunks of earth and other debris littered the ground in all directions, evidence that this bizarre monolith had erupted from the ground. Foul-smelling wisps of smoke rose from around its base that burned the back of Taran’s throat.

Juliana’s eyes darted everywhere, her lips moving as if in silent prayer.

‘I count fifteen more,’ she murmured. ‘They weren’t here when I spirit travelled last night, I’d swear to it!’

Taran grimaced.

‘I believe you. This region has always been flat like the plains of our home, but look at it now. It’s like every large rock buried below ground has tried to force its way through the surface.’

Juliana nodded. The ground undulated before them like waves frozen on a stormy sea, whilst what should have been a featureless plain was further broken by the giant stones that resembled broken, crooked teeth.

‘We’ll head east and skirt this terrain,’ Taran said.

‘But Freemarch is to the west. What if Mother and Xander have stopped there?’

‘They won’t have.’

‘But how can you be so sure?’ Juliana asked, her lips trembling slightly.

‘You know your mother as I do. When would she choose a roof over the stars, a town or city over the plains or hills unless she had to?’

Juliana laughed shakily, acknowledging the truth of his words.

‘You’re right, father. She’ll have avoided Freemarch and passed by towns and villages whilst their supplies lasted. So how far might they have travelled, and where might they be?’

Taran scratched his head.

‘It’s quite possible they’ve reached Freemantle already. Your mother and I hoped Xander might take to city life, and if he didn’t, would appreciate life back home more once he returned.’

‘Then let’s make all haste to Freemantle,’ Juliana said.

Taran looked at Juliana, noting the dark rings around her eyes. The riding and the nightly spirit travel were taking their toll.

‘How about we take a rest? You can sleep for an hour while I keep watch!’

Juliana stifled a yawn but shook her head, her gaze fierce.

It was a look Taran knew only too well from her mother, and he conceded without arguing.

Juliana leaned back into the high saddle. Whilst making it awkward to mount, the leather was soft, comfortable and supportive.

Taran’s horse skittered sideways as the ground shuddered. Thankfully, the mount’s discipline had it settle quickly despite being spooked, but then it whinnied in distress as a blast of hot air reeking of sulphur, made Juliana cough.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ Taran gasped as smoke mixed with noxious gases escaped from the base of the rocks.

‘I wonder if things like this are happening all over,’ Juliana shouted over the pounding of the horses’ hooves as they gave the mounts free rein to run as fast as they wished. ‘If so, maybe Mother will bring Xander straight back.’

‘We have to hope not,’ Taran yelled. ‘Because if so, it’s unlikely our paths will cross. Also, she has no idea of what’s about to happen.’

‘Father. I’m scared for them!’

Taran shook his head, pulling a smile.

‘Jul, you needn’t be. Your Mother is a survivor without peer. She could thrive alone in the wilderness with just her bare hands, let alone with Xander by her side and the equipment they have. They’ll be fine!’

Juliana grimaced, but her angst evaporated.

Father was right. Her mother was a hunter without equal, at one with the land, and Xander was a skilled warrior. If anyone could survive, it was them.

Then, a frown appeared as she looked across at her father.

He was a survivor too, yet a chain was only as strong as its weakest link, and Juliana knew how fragile she was.

If disaster awaited, it would be because of her. Already she was bordering on exhaustion. Spirit traveling at night added to the hardship of riding during the day exacted a terrible toll, which she couldn’t sustain much longer.

Taran reined back, bringing his mount to a trot, and Juliana followed suit. The reek of sulphur had diminished, and the landscape ahead looked normal as it should.

Taran leaned over and gripped Juliana’s forearm.

‘Even without my gift, I know what you’re thinking. You won't slow us down, Jul. Of everyone I know, you are the strongest. You’ve fought adversity every single day of your life, and never once have you been brought low. I’ve no doubt I can rely on you, and in fact, I’d be lost without you. Don’t doubt yourself. Ever.’

Juliana laughed.

‘I think you’ve lied all these years. Your gift is as strong as it ever was. Now, maybe if I sleep well tonight, I’ll be able to push harder tomorrow.’

‘No spirit travelling tonight then,’ Taran said, then paused midsentence as he quickly drew his sword. ‘Jul. Ride behind me.’

Juliana didn’t hesitate ... the bared steel impossible to ignore. A moment later, she understood why. Three riders were galloping toward them at speed.

Taran measured the worth of the three riders as they drew closer, assessing whether they were a threat or not. Their mounts were superb, and the men astride them rode as if born to the saddle. They were obviously highly trained and …

‘They’re from the clans!’ Taran exclaimed, relief flooding through him as he spotted the white-blond hair streaming behind them. ‘It’s the brothers Karzen, Hastlen, and Rasden that I sent looking for your mother.’ He relaxed, feeling as if they’d finally been gifted with some well-deserved luck.

Juliana laughed beside him.

‘I wonder if they were successful,’ she mused. ‘Although I expect they’d be escorting them if they were.’

Taran nodded in agreement.

‘Whichever. They’ll have news of what lies ahead.’

He heeled his horse into a trot to meet them

Juliana brought her horse alongside and then suddenly leaned over to grab his arm.

‘Somethings not right,’ she hissed.

Taran looked around. They were riding through long grass which rippled gently in the wind. There was no sign of disruption to the swaying rhythm to indicate a concealed threat, and the nearest copse of woods was too far for any archers to pose a threat.

Yet, like her mother, Juliana had a sense, and he took her warning seriously.

Juliana’s knuckles were white as she gripped his arm, and he recognised the threat the moment Juliana did.

‘Look at them,’ she said. ‘They have a green eye. Lunastra showed me people like these who served the Dark Gods!’

‘But these are our kinsmen who worship Lunastra,’ Taran argued. But even as he did so, the brothers drew their swords.

Taran considered fleeing, but Juliana wouldn’t be able to cope with a sustained gallop, and it would likely only delay the inevitable confrontation. On foot, he knew he could win, but on horseback, with Juliana to consider …

‘Stay directly behind me, and veer right just before I engage, then head for those woods!’ Taran shouted, pointing his sword as he quickly released the lead rope on their pack horse. ‘YAH!’ he shouted, digging his heels in, urging his charger into a gallop, not daring to look behind, just trusting in Juliana to follow his instructions.

He grimaced, pained by what he had to do. Despite killing countless times, his opponents had always been enemies, not these brothers that he considered family and loved.

The closing speed of the mounts was breathtaking, and he headed directly for the Hastlen in the middle, giving no indication of his intent other than to meet them head-on. It was nigh on a suicidal move, but he had to keep Juliana safe, and this was the best way.

Exerting pressure with his knees caused his charger to veer slightly right. It was timed to perfection. The brothers were all left-handed, and Razden, to his right, didn’t have time to bring his sword over his mount’s head to engage. Hastlen, on his left, swung a horizontal stroke that would have cut Taran in half. Instead, Taran leaned downwards off to the right, holding on to the saddle horn as he swung.

It was a vicious blow, and his sword sliced through the foreleg of Razden’s horse, sending both cartwheeling to the ground as Hastlen’s sword cut through nothing but air.

‘THE WOODS!’ Taran shouted at Juliana off to his right, and they continued onward, whilst behind them, Hastlen and Karzen dragged their horses about to continue the pursuit.

Taran looked over his shoulder, then at Juliana. She was struggling to hold on and was at the end of whatever strength she had left.

She wouldn’t make the treeline, not even close.

Sheathing his sword was no easy feat, but he managed it without stabbing himself in the thigh.

He rode closer, thankful they had a good lead.

‘Remember when you were younger when you’d ride on the saddle behind me?’ he shouted.

Juliana nodded, her face white.

‘You remember how knights get rescued if they’re dismounted?’

He got no response, but he was sure she’d heard.

‘When I give the word, you leap off, grab my hand and swing up behind me,’ Taran shouted.

Again, the nod. This time, frantic and scared.

Taran slowed his horse and looked over his shoulder a final time. Hastlen and Karzen were pushing their horses to the limit, closing the gap.

‘NOW!’ Taran yelled, watching as Juliana dragged on the reins, the horse skidding to a halt.

She leapt off and stumbled but managed to stay on her feet and reached out.

As Taran rode past, he grabbed her forearm, holding tight, and she swung up behind him, screaming in pain.

‘What is it?’ Taran yelled.

‘My shoulder!’ Juliana cried.

‘We’re almost there, Jul. Just hold on a little longer!’

Taran didn’t dare look behind him, and worryingly he could feel Juliana’s arm around his waist weakening.

He held onto it, leaning forward to stabilise himself as he dropped the reins and held on to the saddle horn with the other hand.

‘YAH. YAH!’ he shouted, urging the charger forward.

He could feel its mighty heart pounding as the trees drew closer, densely packed with low-hanging branches. Impossible for a rider to navigate unless at a slow walk.

Taran swung his left leg up, hauled on the reins, and leapt off as the charger skidded to a halt. He grabbed Juliana’s hand, who simply fell off into his arms, her eyes fluttering. Taran didn’t pause to check on her shoulder but ran with her into the woods moments before Hastlen and Karzen thundered up behind.

Taran ran a few dozen steps into the woods before laying Juliana against the base of a tree before drawing sword and dagger as he walked back toward the brothers.

‘We don’t need to do this,’ Taran implored, moving amongst the trunks as they dismounted and closed in on him. ‘Fight whatever commands you. Remember your code. Remember our brotherhood. The Horselords are one. One blood, one soul, one nation and one god. Lunastra!’

The green eyes flared at the moon goddess's name, but the brothers continued to stalk forward silently.

‘Then, my brothers, forgive me for what I am about to do.’

He had seen these boys born, had held them in his arms and been named their godfather. He had watched them grow and, when they were old enough, accepted their oath of fealty.

They’d been like sons.

He killed them quickly, then hurried back to Juliana, who had lost consciousness. He sat, cradling her in his arms … and then, as the enormity of having killed his godsons washed over him, he cried.

***


Chapter X










Rakan slogged along, head down, challenging his body and mind, not allowing himself any respite. His back ached horrifically, and the rope around each shoulder burned as he dragged Dristin behind him on a crude stretcher leaving parallel lines in the snow that even a blind man could follow, let alone some green-eyed pursuer.

He’d set their horse loose the day before. The poor beast was blown, and could barely stay upright thanks to its wound. Rakan tried to console himself it was better this way. The horse wouldn’t fall and break a leg, and Rakan wouldn’t break his neck.

Then again, maybe it would have hurt less than dragging the feverish captain along behind him for leagues. Every step he thought about just dropping the ropes and leaving him, but something stayed his hand. What, he couldn’t quite be sure. He didn’t owe the captain anything, didn’t know him, but nor could he just leave him to die … like the rest of his countrymen.

That was it. It lessened his guilt at running away. Istara’s order hadn’t done that, but saving this one man felt like it might and had become as much a mission as getting home to Taran and Maya.

The sky was a grey blanket, and it was difficult to navigate without the sun, especially as he purposely shied away from roads, towns and settlements. Yet he was heading south or thereabouts, and for now, that was enough.

Who knew where was safe and where had been visited by the Dark Gods? But what had been visited everywhere was snow. Thankfully, it wasn’t too deep and only slowed his pace a little. It even helped the stretcher slide over the ground.

Rakan surprised himself by smiling despite his pain as he thought back over recent events.

It had felt good to engage in combat again. Not the stylised combat of the Horselords, but the brutality of battle like in the Eyre swamps and even the dirtiness of his recent tavern brawl.

Whilst first Taran, then Maya, and ultimately Dafne had curbed his violent nature, there was no denying who he was deep down.

A fighter. A warrior. A very angry old man!

In the absence of Dafne, combat made him feel alive, and none more so than when his life was on the line.

In the days to come, it would be that long-buried darker part of him that would see him and those he cared about survive … he’d slaughter anyone who stood in his way to reach his family.

‘Come on, you miserable whoreson. Pick up the pace. Are you some sad excuse of a recruit or an evil bastard of war?’

Rakan forged ahead, but then faltered, conflicted.

Would Dafne look upon him and be proud of what he was planning on reverting to? Had living with Taran and Maya and helping them lead the Horselords taught him nothing? Was the end of the world now a reason to return to the barbarism he’d practised under Daleth’s rule?

‘Damnit,’ Rakan breathed. ‘I’ll stay true to the man I want to be, not the man I once was, or I’m no better than those bloody Dark Gods!’

‘You know, talking to yourself is a sure sign of dotage!’ Dristin said weakly from behind.

‘So is being dragged and carried everywhere,’ Rakan retorted, releasing the ropes slowly and gratefully lowering the stretcher to the ground. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked, turning to kneel at Dristin’s side.

‘Weak, but better. My fever has broken. I reckon I can stumble along as fast as an old man.’

Rakan snorted.

‘Don’t make me regret not leaving you to die.’

‘About that,’ Dristin said, pushing off the sleeping roll that had kept him insulated. ‘I owe you. I never forget a debt!’

‘There’s no debt, Dristin.’ Rakan shrugged. ‘You’d have done the same for me.’

‘I wouldn’t,’ Dristin muttered. ‘Least not till now, anyways.’

Screams carried softly on the breeze, and they hunkered down amongst the long grasses. Yelling and shouting followed and seemed to come from beyond some woodland to the right.

‘Let’s steer clear. I’m hardly in a fit state to walk, let alone fight, not forgetting you got rid of my weapons!’ Dristin whispered.

Rakan considered the wisdom of Dristin’s words. It would be foolhardy to interfere, but only a few moments ago, Rakan had promised himself to be the man he wanted to be. A knight commander of the Horselords didn’t run from battle nor pass by those who needed help.

‘You’re in no fit state, but I am,’ Rakan sighed. ‘Follow on in your own time, or not!’ He gripped Dristin’s hand then, with a sharp nod, stood and headed for the trees.

‘Really, Dafne? Is this your idea of testing my resolve already? Perhaps you could have waited a while!’ he huffed as he ploughed through a small snow drift.

As he entered the woods, the ground was clear, the snow yet to penetrate the canopy. He flitted amongst the trunks from shadow to shadow like a wraith, all aches and pains of age or injury suddenly forgotten as his heart quickened. Even as he did so, the screams subsided to be replaced by wailing. Rakan slowed his pace. Whatever was happening was almost over, and he was likely too late to intercede.

Yet still, his renewed sense of duty drove him onward until he came to a tree line, beyond which a law-keeper outpost consisting of five sturdy cabins, a small stable, and what looked like a smithy on the perimeter of a clearing came into view.

Law-keepers protected Freestates’ lands far from the cities as people sought to better themselves in a kingdom that now prized freedom of movement, choice, and equality over the greed that had almost brought it to ruin in times past.

Outposts such as the one before him dissuaded brigands, helped levy local taxes, and provided employment to those for whom working the land was not an option.

This outpost no longer did any of those things.

What first caught his eye was a disturbing stone shrine that was utterly out of place amongst the nearby wooden buildings in the clearing. It was stepped, made of black, shaped stone, as tall as the trees, with a sickly green light pulsing at the top.

Then, at its base, curled on the frozen ground, were four women, two men, and a boy dressed in plain, worn workers' clothing. Their hands were bound behind them, and even from his position two dozen steps away, their terror was apparent.

The five armed captors that stood over them were also a cause for concern. From the uniforms, these were once the very law-keepers that were supposed to keep communities safe. Yet now, each sported a green eye.

Beyond them, barely visible within the gloomy stable were dozens more subdued and bound people.

Finally, just shy of the treeline where Rakan stood, a dead man with a spear embedded between his shoulder blades lay face down on the frosted earth. The man’s hands were still bound, and it was likely his attempted escape had led to his death and prompted the screams from the survivors.

One of the younger captives, whose dirty face was streaked with tears, was hauled upright by two burly law-keepers, one as fair as the other was dark.

‘Let go of me!’ the man shouted and struggled frantically. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m just a farmer!’

Two heavy punches to his stomach silenced him.

Rakan watched, shaking with suppressed rage, his hand opening and closing on his sword hilt as one of the law-keepers looked into the man’s eyes as if searching, although for what, only the green-eyed man knew.

‘I know I should do something, Dafne,’ he breathed as she again came to mind. ‘But I’m no hero. At my age, I’m not sure it’s wise to go against five armed and trained youngsters all at once. I can’t jeopardise warning Taran and Maya.’

‘Please, NO!’

The woman who screamed might have been the man’s wife or perhaps sister, but her plea fell on deaf ears, and she was kicked in the head. Perhaps mercifully, she slumped unconscious.

Rakan bit his lip, knowing he couldn’t risk interfering but knowing he had no choice either. To protect the weak was the evolved knightly code the Horselords followed, be they of the clans or otherwise.

As the subdued man was dragged up the steps of the shrine, Rakan recognised his chance. The enemy force had divided itself, if only temporarily.

He quickly shrugged his backpack off, stepped from the undergrowth and plucked the spear from the corpse. Two swift sidesteps, and he threw the heavy weapon then, drawing his sword and dagger, charged.

The possessed law-keepers saw him only once the spear was already mid-flight. Rakan had aimed for the tallest of the three, who dodged at the last instant, but a green-eyed woman behind him was punched from her feet. No scream left her lips, even as she lay dying.

The two remaining law-keepers drew their shortswords and advanced. Rakan ran to attack, closing the distance, knowing he had to dictate the encounter. He approached the taller one, who lunged. Rakan deflected the blade off to his left with his sword, spinning past his opponent as he did so, and stabbed backwards with his dagger, feeling it bite deep.

A moment later, he rolled under a savage sweeping blow from the next law-keeper and came to his feet in time to block an overhead cut. As their swords locked, he stepped in, rammed his dagger into the man’s belly and ripped it sideways, disembowelling him.

The tall lawkeeper whom he’d stabbed was limping slowly toward him. Rakan moved to finish him off, but there was a brief flash …

Rakan twisted.

‘Bastard,’ he hissed as a sword sliced his upper arm, and another just missed his face.

For a moment, he focussed on defence as the two heavyset law-keepers from the shrine joined the fight, attacking in unison.

Rakan edged back and circled before the onslaught of lunges and cuts, ensuring the limping lawkeeper continued to bleed out as he struggled to join the fight. His two direct opponents had the speed of youth and uncanny synchronicity, but Rakan had fought his whole life and had trained with the best warrior the world had known. He might be old, but he’d faced far better and was just biding his time.

With a satisfied grunt, he saw the lawkeeper with the wounded leg finally collapse. The man wasn’t dead, but blood loss had weakened him to the point of unconsciousness.

Now, only the two heavyset law-keepers remained.

It was disconcerting how his green-eyed opponents fought in utter silence, suffered injury the same, just as the woman he’d killed with the spear had died soundlessly, too.

The dark-haired man to his right lunged; Rakan sidestepped and circled, momentarily blocking one law-keeper with the other. It was all he needed.

He parried a hasty reverse cut with his dagger, then drove his longsword through his attacker’s chest, leaving just one alive.

Not a flicker of emotion, no hint of anguish, fear, anger, or otherwise marked the man’s face, despite his comrades having died at Rakan’s hand.

He was going to die, and yet still he attacked without pause.

Rakan ducked under the singing blade and was mid-thrust to finish the fight when sudden, excruciating pain had him drop to his knees, crying out in agony.

He barely had the strength to block the lunge that followed.

The law-keeper followed up with a punch to Rakan’s forehead that sent him reeling, his sword spinning from his grasp. He struggled to reach it, moaning, his vision blurring as he scrambled on his hands and knees, every movement giving rise to unbearable pain.

No smile of satisfaction crossed his attacker's face as the sword raised a final time, and Rakan was powerless despite the dagger still grasped in his left hand.

Then something slammed unexpectedly into the back of the law-keeper’s legs, bringing him crashing to his knees beside Rakan, his killing blow cutting into the frozen ground. With a final, desperate swing, Rakan slammed the dagger sideways through the man’s temple, then rolled to his back, gasping.

It was a relief when he began to lose consciousness.

His last thought.

Had he been stabbed or speared, and who or what had saved him?

***

‘There’s no point riding any further,’ Maya said as she and Xander reined in just short of Freemantle’s city limits. ‘There are too many people on the streets. I think everyone ran outside when the tremors hit!’

She leapt from the saddle, and following her lead, Xander dismounted smoothly and whispered softly in Blaze’s ear, gently stroking his neck.

Maya looked over, suppressing the irrational jealousy that rose as she watched him. Xander was so affectionate to animals, but not once had he hugged her his entire life. Even as a babe, he’d always struggled to break free of her arms. Only when he’d slept could she or Taran hold him. Yet whenever the jealousy began to grow, she pushed it aside, knowing how selfish it was. Compared to how it must be for him, not wanting or feeling the affection of others, never secure in the love that was given to him … that was a far heavier burden to carry.

Turning away, she looked at the press of people ahead and laughed softly. Despite her good intent, what could she or Xander possibly do to help? Units of the town guard and citizens were helping others from the rubble, and the panic had died away.

Thunder still rumbled, but the boiling mass of clouds had disappeared, replaced by a grey, overcast, but otherwise nondescript sky. The ground had stilled, and with the exception of a slowly dispersing dust cloud and the unseasonal chill, things were returning to normal.

‘Come. Let’s find the horses a stable and ourselves a good inn.’

‘I don’t want to leave Blaze in a stable. He’s never been in one!’ Xander moaned, looking hurt.

Maya lay her hand sympathetically on Xander’s shoulder, but it was shrugged off.

‘This isn’t like the grasslands of home, Xander,’ she said softly. ‘Our horses can’t be left to wander free. The people here are, on the whole, good, but there are those who would steal our mounts and equipment in an instant. A good stablemaster will take care of them.’

‘Well, if I’m not allowed to have a say in the matter, lead the way,’ Xander grumbled.

Maya took her horse’s bridle and, with Xander huffing alongside, walked toward the city limits. Some people milled around talking, and it wasn’t long before the cobbled trade road gave way to one of smooth white stone.

Maya paused, looking down at the divide between the city and the countryside, marked by the change of road surface. The last time she had been here, had been with such a heavy, broken heart, far from Taran, and here she was again.

With a deep breath, she stepped forward and led the horse between the small groups of people that remained.

‘Look at these houses,’ Xander whispered, his mouth wide open in astonishment. ‘And look at the statues too!’

Maya nodded without much enthusiasm.

‘Whilst Freemantle suffered under Daleth’s occupation, his forces wintered here and thus didn’t lay waste to the city. When it was reclaimed, it was found to be almost entirely intact. The interiors of the buildings had been wrecked, but the exteriors had been made by the best craftsman, as had the statues. Any damage was repaired long ago, and the city now shines as bright a jewel like in its heyday.’

Maya fell silent, noting Xander’s disinterest.

However, there was one noticeable difference to Freemantle. The people who lined the road displayed little of the arrogance and snideness that their predecessors had revelled in. Those who lived here had once been countryfolk or were their direct descendants, and while Freemantle was once again a hub of trade, it was no longer driven purely by greed.

‘Mother. See those guards entering that palatial building. I think it’s their barracks. Everyone here lives like a king or queen should!’

‘I can assure you that I’m happier living amongst nature than here!’

‘Well. It shouldn’t always be about you. Should it, Mother?’

‘Why don’t you ask for directions to the stables?’ Maya suggested softly, ignoring his jibe. ‘I’m sure you’ll find everyone here rather helpful.’

‘Why? What’s wrong with you asking?’

‘Nothing. But, I believe it’s important you become confident and a little independent outside of the clans, that’s all. Conversing warmly with strangers is a skill in itself and will serve you well if you master it like you have with animals.’

‘You treat me like a child, Mother,’ Xander hissed, his face sullen. ‘Don’t you realise it’s my curse to be like I am? Don’t you think I try?’

His face was mottled red, and Maya left him be.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, having approached a small group of women. ‘Can you direct us to the stables, please?’

‘Of course, Dear,’ said a grey-haired woman, turning to smile at Maya and Xander. She had a bronzed complexion and dirt-stained hands, indicating she spent a lot of time in the fields. ‘Take the next left, and it’s on the … Oh my. It’s you, isn’t it? The Lady Maya?’

‘Oh, gods. Here we go again,’ Xander moaned. ‘How can I ever shine when I’m always in your shadow, Mother?’

‘Please. We’re trying not to draw attention,’ Maya said quietly, hoping both the women and Xander took the hint. She stepped in to embrace each of the women in the small group whose eyes shone with delight at the gesture.

‘Well, it’s the next left, and it’s a little way along on your right!’ The elderly woman offered, clasping Maya’s hands a final time.

‘Thank you,’ Maya replied with a warm smile and headed toward the junction the woman had pointed out, her mount dutifully staying at her shoulder.

Xander walked on her left, glowering as he stared at the statues bordering the route. Even if he liked them, in this mood, it was something he’d unlikely show.

‘Do you see the Royal Palace up ahead?’ Maya asked, pointing along the broad avenue to where it shone in the distance. ‘It is open to the public and is full of artwork. Would you be interested in visiting it tomorrow?’

‘Why not today?’

‘Because we need to stable the horses and find lodgings first.’

‘I know, I’m not stupid!’ Xander declared.

‘We’ll see it on the morrow, whenever you want.’

They walked in silence thereafter, and Maya couldn’t shake a sense of unease, nor did the dark clouds help her mood. Her breath clouded, and astonishingly, a couple of snowflakes drifted down. They were light and melted the moment they hit the ground, disappearing as if they never were.

‘Did you see that? I’ve never witnessed anything like it.’

‘It’s snow, Mother. It’s not gold falling from the sky,’ Xander chuckled. ‘Although, if the Gods of Greed exist, this is the place it would most likely fall!’

Maya smiled.

For Xander to make any kind of joke was a good sign, and small moments like these were to be cherished.

‘Even the stable looks like a small palace,’ Xander exclaimed as they approached the magnificent building that fitted in perfectly with the surrounding architecture.

‘Will it be good enough for Blaze?’ Maya asked, buoyed by his enthusiasm.

‘Perhaps, yes!’

As they approached, the great doors to the building were open, and the sweet smell of fresh hay was heavy in the air.

Two other horses whickered in greeting as they entered, and Maya watched Xander as his eyes darted about, suddenly interested in what, for him, was a strange place. The mounts of the Horselords lived on the plains and, even in the wildest storms, ran free.

‘Can I help you? I’m Harren, the stablemaster,’ a tall man with a warm smile introduced himself as he entered from a side door. But he paused briefly as he took in the two chargers. ‘Well. Look how handsome these two beasts are,’ he said, eyes gleaming as he approached.

Xander stepped forward, placing himself between Blaze and Harren, and the stablemaster stopped short, looking surprised.

‘My son is rather protective of his mount. Please forgive him.’

‘And well he might be,’ Harren said in a hushed voice. ‘For I have never seen its like. May I?’ he asked with a small respectful bow.

To Maya’s surprise, Xander smiled and stood aside.

‘You may!’

The stablemaster approached Blaze and extended his hand slowly, waiting for Xander’s mount to accept his gesture with a nuzzle. With a look of something approaching awe, he slowly ran his hand over Blaze from neck to flanks to hindquarters while Xander looked on like a proud father.

‘To ride such a creature must be like riding the wind itself!’ Harren exclaimed, returning to Xander. ‘Truly, this is a horse fit for a young prince. You honour me by bringing him here.’

Xander flushed with pride and happiness, and Maya savoured the moment. To see her son genuinely happy was a godsend.

‘As for your horse, my lady,’ Harren said, walking over to bow to Maya. ‘It is absolutely superb. A mount fit for a queen!’

Xander’s demeanour changed instantly, and the light that had momentarily lit his face, disappeared.

‘Of course, that’s because she is a queen. Whereas me, I’m nothing but a bloody outcast!’ he hissed.

Maya stepped forward, leading the shocked stablemaster away from her seething son.

‘Would you kindly stable our horses? I know you will care for them as if they were your own children. If we can leave our equipment here for the time being, that would also be a boon.’

‘It will be an honour and a privilege, Lady Maya. Yes, I know who you are, and I thought I had chosen my words carefully. So I apologise if I caused any offence.’

Maya sighed, surprising Harren by taking his hands.

‘It isn’t for you to apologise, Harren. My Xander … he struggles in the company of people, whereas with animals, he has no peer. Please forgive his manner, for truly it isn’t his fault.’

Maya reached into a pouch and then pressed a gold coin into Harren’s hand.

‘Xander would want only the best for Blaze.’

Harren offered the coin back.

‘This is way too much, and I’m happy to stable them and keep your things safe for nothing, knowing who you are.’

‘I appreciate that more than you know. But, I would hate for the old Gods of Greed to look down upon me favourably. So this is my way of cursing their memory.’

Harren gently wagged his finger in mock disapproval.

‘My old mother says, never curse a god, even a dead one.’

This time it was Maya who bowed ever so slightly.

‘Your mother sounds very wise. But with the goddess, Lunastra watching over the people of the Horselords, we have nothing to fear. Now, it’s time to show my son Freemantle.’

Maya turned her attention back to Xander.

‘We’ll leave our equipment here. Let Blaze know we’ll be back later, and thereafter we’ll visit every day. Then, we’ll go and see if we can find more of that excitement you crave!’

***

Galmoth and his fellow gods hovered within the clouds, suffering in the muted sunlight, a test of their obedience to his command and their commitment. None of them complained nor even sent questioning glances his way. Instead, they were focused on what lay far beneath them.

The clouds obscured little of the sprawling city or the surrounding countryside. Subduing the Eyre had not only replenished enough of their power that they could now fly but had helped sharpen their other senses too.

Since then, they’d avoided larger cities, instead enthralling the populations of towns and villages as far south as the Horselords’ border. The other gods had fully supported his cautious strategy, as following Atrophus’ demise in the initial attack on the southern Eyre, Belzard had died whilst conquering the North, whilst Galmoth had saved Sidarth from a similar fate. It was a stark reminder of their current mortality.

Yet with their strength having grown incrementally day by day, it was now time to pay attention to some of the bigger cities.

He could smell the scent of bloodlust on his brothers and even the intoxicating aroma of Syralis’s arousal. He stole a quick glance at her, to find her staring boldly back at him. Yes, after they brought this city to its knees, he would enjoy her dark talents.

Archon, to his right, dipped momentarily, then recovered, struggling to stay aloft.

Galmoth had to admit that however exhilarating it was to fly once again; it was also draining. He reminisced about how once, endless stamina was his and not even wielding the power of the elements whilst fighting the Bright Gods could diminish it.

It was almost time. Once the sun set, the people below who had once worshipped some false and strangely named Gods of Greed would come under the thrall of real gods.

‘Remember, brothers and sisters,’ Galmoth projected. ’Whilst slaying these mortals will bring us great pleasure, it is only enslaving or sacrificing them that gives us great power. Do what is necessary to subdue them, but do not allow bloodlust to affect your judgment. Also, let us not act without caution after what happened to Atrophus, Belzard and very nearly Sidarth.

Galmoth sensed Sidarth’s shame, but no one belittled the four-armed god who flew amongst them, as each and every one had felt the bite and subsequent pain of human steel over the previous weeks.

‘Soon, we will enjoy the lament of the humans below us, and none more so than any gifted we encounter, for they will receive no mercy!’

***

Rakan opened his eyes to find himself lying fully clothed on a bed, staring up at a wooden beamed cabin ceiling.

Drowsy, he looked around to discover that amongst the usual homely contents of cabinets, chests, wall hangings, and the like was a small boy of around eight or nine years staring back at him from a chair at a dinner table on the other side of the room.

The boy was filthy and unkempt. Torn, ragged clothes and cheeks ingrained with dirt painted a sorry picture, but his eyes were bright as they peeked out from under a mop of unruly hair.

As soon as he realised Rakan was awake, he sprang from his chair, knocked it crashing over in his haste, and dashed out the door.

He returned a moment later, dragging a visibly shaken woman by the hand. She looked as bedraggled as the boy and managed a fragile smile.

Rakan went to sit and cried out. He gritted his teeth, embarrassed at such an outburst.

‘Best you lie still. I’ll see if I can find you something to eat.’

‘What’s your name, lass?’ Rakan gasped.

‘Lehlar.’

‘Well, Lehlar. My name is Rakan. I don’t need food. Just tell me, am I badly wounded?’

‘No. Although it undoubtedly feels that way,’ Lehlar replied with a weary sigh, pushing dark hair back behind her ear. Bloodshot eyes and tear tracks down her dirty cheeks, evidenced the trauma she’d endured over recent events.

Rakan again tried to sit but fell back, gasping.

‘Did someone stab me? It feels like the knife is still in!’

‘You’ve hurt your back. My uncle suffered like you. Despite being a strong woodsman, occasionally he’d pick up something like a stick or put his boots on and would be in agony, just like that,’ Lehlar said, snapping her fingers. ‘It was something to do with a weakness in his back.’

‘I’m as strong as an ox … usually,’ Rakan gasped, affronted. ‘Tell me. What did your uncle do to rid himself of the pain?’

‘He hung himself!’

‘Gods, Woman. Was the pain so bad that was the only way out?’

Lehlar shook her head.

‘No. That’s not what I meant. He would hang himself from a beam ... by holding on with his hands. Most times it worked, sometimes it didn’t.’

Rakan looked up at the nearest ceiling beam.

He eased his legs over the edge of the bed and gasped. Every movement was agony, and tears ran down his bristled cheeks.

Without being asked, Lehlar leant over.

Rakan draped an arm around her shoulders and, gritting his teeth, stood upright. It had been a long time since he’d thought about his age. Was he nearing sixty? No. He was probably older, and damnit, if he didn’t suddenly feel every bloody year. But why now when he had to get back to Taran and Maya?

Shuffling like an old man, Rakan made his way under a beam. It was an effort even to reach up, and Lehlar helped with an arm around his waist, but it was too high.

‘Lad. Bring me a chair,’ Rakan gasped.

Like a timid mouse, the boy dragged a chair over, keeping his head down and eyes averted.

‘He seems a little frightened!’ Rakan muttered as the boy scampered back to the table.

‘Far from it. He’s the bravest boy I’ve ever known. It was he who came to your rescue. The rest of us were frozen with fear, but not him. Then he freed us all once he’d managed to cut his own bonds.’

‘It seems I owe him my life,’ grunted Rakan as he gingerly stepped onto the chair, biting back a sob as he did so. He held onto the beam. ‘What now?’

‘Now, hold tight for as long as you can!’ said Lehlar.

Rakan nodded, tightening his grip, and looked at Lehlar, who, with a nod, suddenly kicked the chair away.

‘GODS!’ Rakan cried, his face white as he swung back and forth.

‘Is it feeling better?’

‘Does it bloody seem like it?’ Rakan yelled, anger pushing away some of the pain. ‘Put the chair back!’

‘Not yet! Now, hold on tighter!’

Lehlar wrapped her arms around Rakan’s legs and tugged.

‘Are you trying to kill me?’ Rakan roared, but suddenly, something clicked loudly in his back, and the excruciating pain began to abate.

Lehlar released him, set the chair upright, and Rakan stepped down gingerly and paced around the room.

‘It’s still uncomfortable,’ Rakan murmured, twisting carefully one way and another. It twinged, and his range of movement was affected but was far removed from the unholy pain. ‘I can’t thank you enough!’

Lehlar smiled that sad smile of hers.

‘Be careful you don’t push yourself too fast too soon. It might feel much better, but tread carefully, as your back will remain weak for a few days. It’s probably better you rest.’

‘I can’t rest,’ Rakan muttered, looking about. ‘I have to get home and warn my family of what’s going on and find a place to … to hide.’

‘What is going on?’ Lehlar asked, holding out her hand to the boy, who scurried to her side and half hid behind her skirted leg.

Rakan paused. Would it do this woman any good to tell her? He’d been met with disbelief every time he’d tried on his journey, but then, no one he’d spoken to before had experienced first-hand the green-eyed possessed as she had.

‘The Dark Gods have come!’

‘The Dark Gods?’ Lehlar murmured. ‘I would have called you mad had I not witnessed what happened today.’

‘I wouldn’t have believed it in your boots either, but I saw them with my own eyes in the Eyre. They turned people against their own, like what you saw with the law-keepers. How far and how quickly they’ll spread and how bad things will get, I don’t know. All I know is I have to get back to my family, and so should you!’

‘I have no family left!’

Rakan glanced meaningfully at the boy.

‘Aytern isn’t mine. He’s an orphan,’ Lehlar explained. ‘But after what he did for us, he’ll never be alone again!’

‘Then he’s one of the lucky ones. Talking of being alone, I had a friend traveling with me, have you seen him?’

‘Dristin, yes. He isn’t in great shape either, but he said he’d keep watch while you recovered. He’s outside somewhere.’

Rakan sighed, strangely relieved.

‘Now, where are my weapons and belt?’

Lehlar bent and pulled them from under the bed.

With a grunt of thanks, Rakan drew the sword and dagger. They’d not been cleaned, so he took a few minutes to wipe the drying blood away and then buckled them on.

‘Tighter, and it will help with your back,’ Lehlar advised.

Rakan pulled the belt another notch, felt better for the extra support, and nodded in approval.

‘Thank you for saving my life, Aytern. I owe you,’ he said to the watchful boy. ‘Now, look after Lehlar!’

He opened the door a crack and noted the bodies of the law-keepers where they’d fallen, although their weapons were gone, and from what he could see, the barn was empty of people too. Of Dristin, there was no sign, but he’d be out there and would show himself whenever he was ready.

‘You can’t just leave us,’ Lehlar gasped.

Rakan stepped outside and hobbled gingerly toward the treeline at the edge of the clearing where he’d dropped his pack.

Lehlar and Aytern hurried alongside.

‘Let us come with you.’

‘You’d only slow me and Dristin down.’

‘Maybe before, but not now!’ Lehlar argued.

Rakan grunted, stepped into the undergrowth and began searching for his pack.

‘We’ll die on our own,’ Lehlar continued. ‘Our village was destroyed before we were brought here. There’s nothing to return to.’

‘Then stay. The law-keepers are all dead. There will be supplies here. Food, water, everything you need.’

‘I don’t think so. There were twelve living here. Only five came to our village. The other seven might return anytime.’

Aytern suddenly appeared with Rakan’s pack on his back.

Rakan extended his hand. ‘Thank you, Lad.’

Aytern shook his head, eyebrows drawn up together, his bottom lip sticking out, looking as sad a boy as any Rakan could recall.

‘With your back, you could injure yourself carrying that pack. Aytern and I can carry more supplies, and I can look after you!’

‘I said no!’ growled Rakan, feeling uncomfortable. ‘You don’t understand. If you come along, we’re more likely to be discovered. I can’t put the lives of my family at risk!’

‘You said you owe Aytern your life. We could have left with the others once they’d put you in that cabin, but we stayed and risked our lives. You wouldn’t even be able to walk without my help!’

Rakan sighed, put his hands to the small of his back and leant back to look at the grey sky through the leafy canopy.

It was true. He did owe these people. The boy had saved him as much as he’d saved them, and without Lehlar’s help, he would still be in agony, unable to walk. What kind of man would he be if he only protected the weak when it suited him?

‘I apologise,’ he said. ‘You’re right. Lehlar. Now, find a pack or even a bed sheet and load it with as much food as you can comfortably carry. Aytern will keep watch with me in case I need saving again!’

Aytern beamed at him, and Rakan smiled, his spirits lifting.

Being a hero wasn’t so difficult after all.

***


Chapter XI










‘There are so many people, Mother!’ Xander complained as they navigated around a group of happily chatting men and women. ‘It will take forever to reach the Royal Palace. And these crowded streets … where is the horizon? I feel like the whole world is closing in on me!’

Maya smiled, turning away so her hood hid the expression in case Xander misinterpreted it. She was relieved Xander wasn’t too excited, yet also knew what he said didn’t necessarily match what he felt. His curse was ever present, unrelenting, creating contradiction and confusion.

‘It does take some getting used to. But it won’t take long. Even the air seems fresher, no longer tainted like when we first approached.’

Xander sniffed but made no comment. It wasn’t easy for him to express agreement.

A beautiful, fair-haired young woman blew a kiss and smiled from behind a nearby stall when she caught sight of Xander passing by.

His cheeks reddened, and he stopped to bow back formally.

Maya watched his reaction with some amusement

‘Perhaps it’s not all that bad here,’ she suggested.

‘Hello, Handsome,’ another woman said as she passed, arm in arm with a friend.

‘H-hello,’ Xander stammered, bowing again, sending the women into a fit of giggles as they carried on their way.

Xander’s face darkened like a thundercloud, and Maya sighed.

‘Don’t take offence at their laughter. Feel happy that they find you handsome in the first place. You have your father’s good looks. You’ll break a lot of hearts!’

‘Let me make this clear. I’m nothing, absolutely nothing like my father!’ Xander growled.

Maya looked across sharply, stung by Alex’s statement.

‘Tell me then, Xander. What virtues do you have that my beloved husband, your father, lacks and should aspire to?’

The moment the words left her lips, she regretted them. It wasn’t Xander’s fault. He stood, visibly upset, with clenched fists. Sometimes, he could explode, his anger incandescent; other times, he found it impossible to verbalise the torment inside.

Maya longed to take him in her arms, but he’d never allow it, and attempting to do so would only make things worse.

‘I’m sorry, Xander. Forgive me. Let’s move off the main thoroughfare and find something amazing to eat away from the crowds.’

Much to her relief, Xander nodded even though he remained silent and followed her as she turned down a narrower yet still opulent street.

Freemantle would forever be architecturally beautiful, yet to Maya, nothing could eclipse nature’s canvas.

Suddenly, a large dog leashed to a railing barked furiously, causing some passers-by to leap away. Then, distant barking began to rise above the noise of conversation and footfall.

Maya’s breath plumed, and people began calling out in wonder, pointing, as snowflakes drifted down from the relentlessly grey sky in the middle of spring.

‘This is very disturbing,’ Maya said softly, taking Xander’s forearm. ‘Nature’s balance is upset. First, the animals, then those tremors, and now the snow. I don’t like it, Xander! I’m beginning to wonder if we shouldn’t head home.’

‘You’re overreacting as usual, Mother,’ Xander scoffed, pulling away. ‘I might not like the crowds, but some of the people actually seem friendly,’ he said as he received another broad smile from a passing woman. ‘It’s possible I might grow to like it here. Are you determined to ruin every chance of enjoying life I might have?’

‘No, Xander. It’s just unsettling is all. Even the dogs can feel it.’

‘Rubbish. Are you claiming to understand animals like I can?’

He walked over to the dog, knelt, and, despite it being in a slavering frenzy, reached out, unperturbed. Xander scratched its neck and ruffled its ears. The massive guard dog calmed instantly, nuzzling Xander’s hand, and proceeded to whine as if a puppy.

Xander stood and returned to Maya, frowning.

‘He’s very frightened, but he doesn’t know of what!’

The two of them looked around, searching. People laughed as the snowflakes fell, children played, and goods were exchanged. The only untoward thing was the weather, the ominous sky …

Suddenly, people began exclaiming in disgust, as from shop fronts and houses, rats appeared, frantically scurrying around people’s feet in a boiling mass.

‘Mother. What’s happening?’ Xander demanded, looking down at the plague around their ankles that headed straight for the sewer grates set into the pavement.

‘I don’t know,’ Maya gasped. ‘But I’m chilled to the bone, and it’s not just this weather!’

The clouds were low, and the gloom was becoming oppressive. Then came an ominous sound of slowly beating wings.

Maya suddenly felt Xander’s cold hand grasp hers, something he’d never done, even as a baby. It was a moment that should have filled her with joy, but instead, dread settled upon her shoulders like a heavy blanket.

Utter silence descended as men, women, children, and animals ceased what they were doing to look up, searching for the source of the noise and from within the greyness, a shape began to take form.

The clouds swirled.

Then the silence was torn apart by panicked screaming.

Maya could scarcely believe what she was seeing when a hideous winged creature emerged from the clouds several blocks down the street. It was black as the darkest night, powerful and enormous, with a body covered in scales and spikes. In a powerful fist, it held a slim lance with a pulsing green gem at its base.

Maya barely had time to register the creature before the crowd around her began to run from the beast bearing down upon them, sweeping her along like a leaf in a raging torrent, tearing her apart from Xander.

‘XANDER!’ she shouted. ‘XANDER!’

Maya struggled to keep her footing, knowing that if she fell, she’d be trampled, perhaps crushed. A man tripped beside her, his desperate shouts quickly stamped out by the panicked mass of fleeing people.

Hands pulled, grabbing at her shoulders and arms, as those behind sought to get ahead, and Maya stumbled.

Then suddenly, Xander was there, roaring in fury, and the flood parted around them, suddenly scared of something other than what was behind them.

Together, they pushed across the flow of fleeing people to reach the shelter of a storefront doorway.

The creature passed overhead, carrying with it a stench that made them both gag, and as it did, its lance flashed down, impaling people randomly, lifting them kicking, screaming, and bleeding before they slid lifeless from the weapon to fall earthward.

‘W-what in the seven hells is going on?’ stammered the storekeeper as he came up behind them.

‘I don’t know,’ Maya said, turning to fix the shaking man with a firm stare. ‘But now is the time to stay calm, and if you have family, find them and hide!’

‘They’re in the back of the shop!’ he said and scurried off.

‘Xander. We need to reach the stables!’

Xander nodded. No sign of disagreement or petulance on his pale face, just solid resolve as his eyes narrowed in determination.

Maya felt immensely proud of him at that moment. He’d saved her from the crowd, and now he stood firm, whether from his knightly training or just inner strength, it didn’t matter. She could rely on him.

‘I’ll get us there safely. The sooner we get out of here, the better. It’s time to go home!’

‘No, Xander,’ Maya said firmly, taking his hands in hers. ‘Now it’s time to fight!’

***

Juliana wiped away her tears with the back of her hand, annoyed that she’d shed them in the first place.

‘Sorry, Jul,’ Taran murmured, adding another rock around the rim of a small fire pit he’d dug out of the soft ground. The light under the heavy canopy was gloomy at best, and he’d needed the flames to help prepare the camp and care for Juliana. Soon, he’d let it die away, the risk of leaving it burning was too high.

‘Father, if you apologise again, I’m going to get very upset and cry even more,’ Juliana replied, forcing a smile through the pain. She cradled her left arm against her chest protectively. Her shoulder throbbed as if cursed with its own heart, the result of her father resetting it. He’d pretended to inspect her arm and wrenched it back into place before she knew what was happening.

Her cry of pain and shock had shattered the silence, but, in retrospect, had she known what was coming, it would have been twice as bad.

Taran pulled a smile that he didn’t really feel.

‘You’ve a strong heart, Jul. You and your mother are so alike.’ Taran choked out the words, still broken over having to kill his three godsons. He’d prayed for forgiveness, yet even if Lunastra forgave him, he was unsure he could ever forgive himself.

‘What happened today was terrible, Father, and on the morrow, and the days ahead might be even worse. What Lunastra showed me is already coming to pass. It seems the evil of the Dark Gods is spreading quickly. Tomorrow we must ride like the wind toward Freemantle and trust that Lunastra brings us good fortune.’

‘If I could fly there, I would, Jul. But tomorrow, we travel cautiously. We can’t afford to encounter more of the … I don’t even know what to call them. The possessed?’

Juliana nodded.

‘That seems sadly fitting,’ she said. ‘I recall your stories of Kalas, and this isn’t dissimilar. The Dark Gods enthral the will of those they conquer, leaving them no choice but to worship them and do their bidding, whatever it is.’

Taran nodded sadly.

‘From hereon, Jul, you’ll guide us. We have enough supplies and spare mounts to get us to Freemantle, but need to avoid any settlements, villages or towns. You know what I’m asking?’

‘Yes, Father. I’ll do whatever is needed to reunite us with Mother and Xander. You can rely on me!’

‘I know I can. If I asked you to move a mountain, you’d do it piece by piece. Now, you need to eat and drink.’

Juliana smiled, but it faded as Taran rose to his feet.

‘What about you, Father? Won’t you keep me company?’

Taran bowed, and despite his best efforts, tears ran down his cheeks and fell to the ground.

Juliana hastily got to her feet and wrapped her good arm around him, and for a moment, she felt her father tremble with emotion before he straightened.

‘Forgive me, Jul. I’ll eat later. First … first, I need to attend to Karzen, Hastlen, and Rasden before it’s too dark for me to do anything. They’re of the clans, and I will not leave them to rot in the sun or be torn apart by night time scavengers.

Taran gently eased himself free of Juliana’s embrace and smiled reassuringly.

‘There was a time when I’d hide my tears and sorrow behind a stone wall, thinking them a sign of weakness. But sorrow is nothing to be ashamed of, and just like anger can be used to fuel strength as long as it doesn’t overwhelm you. So don’t fear for me, Jul. Fear for those who have caused me these tears!’

Taran walked from the makeshift camp, reassured to see Juliana settling down to eat and hopefully sleep.

He didn’t like her being out of sight, even for a moment, but he wasn’t just honour-bound to do what needed to be done. If ever he faced Pursten, the father of the three he’d slain, he wanted to be able to look him in the eye and comfort him with the truth. That his children had been delivered into the arms of the moon goddess.

He stepped carefully through the woods to where the bodies of the two brothers lay and swallowed hard as he lifted Hastlen, carried his limp body to the treeline and placed him gently amongst the tall grasses. A few minutes later, he returned with Karzen and put him alongside his brother.

The mounts had been waiting obediently exactly where Taran, Juliana and the brothers had dismounted, but now they plodded over, heads bowed, their huge brown eyes staring in apparent disbelief.

They nuzzled the corpses, out of training and out of love, trying to get the brothers to stir, whickering softly as they did so.

Taran rested his head against each of theirs in turn, sharing the moment of sorrow.

‘Come on, Taran. There is much to be done.’

He mounted and rode swiftly back through the long grasses, noting the freshness of the air as he breathed. Razden’s mount lay dead alongside the final brother’s body, whose twisted neck evidenced the cause of death.

Taran heaved the body over his saddle, then led the horse back and lay Razden down next to his brothers.

He stood there and once again allowed his sorrow free reign. They should have enjoyed the gift of marriage, of children, of growing old, but instead, his sword had taken away any chance of that. He just hoped they’d felt relief at the end.

Taran worked for two hours, gathering brush and branches, building a pyre to hold and consume them. It was exhausting, and lifting them on top almost defeated him. Arranging them so that Razden and Karzen held Hastlen’s hands as he lay in the middle made it worth every ache and pain. Their swords he lay upon their bodies, the hilts resting over their still hearts.

He checked the brothers’ saddlebags and, unsurprisingly, found flasks of spirit amongst their other supplies. They’d always enjoyed drink as much as each other’s company, never going anywhere without it, and their final journey would be no different.

Taran hung the empty scabbards of the brothers’ swords from the pommel on Karzen’s horse, then leant in close, ruffling its mane, and spoke softly.

‘Make your way home, Brother. Let Pursten know of the death of his sons. Go home!’

Urged by a gentle slap on its hindquarters, the horse obediently cantered off.

‘Gods’ speed,’ he called gently after it.

He led the four remaining horses into the woods. Unsaddling them took but a few minutes, feeding and watering them a little longer.

His body ached as much as his heart, and he returned to the pyre.

It was dark, and it would be beyond foolish to light it now. The flames would be seen by friends or potential foes alike. He’d light it in the morning before they set off.

The clouds parted, and the moon shone, illuminating the corpses, bathing them as if in their goddesses’ radiance. Taran wished it was some kind of sign, a blessing, but knew better.

The brothers looked so peaceful, as if asleep. The gaping wounds in throat and chest he’d inflicted were thankfully hidden.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he whispered, then bent to retrieve one of the flasks unscrewed the cap, and took a deep gulp. The fiery liquid fuelled his anger, and he splashed the remaining liquid over the pyre, then quickly repeated the action with the other flasks.

A few moments later, the pyre was a raging inferno, any remaining tears banished by the intense heat.

Taran drew his sword and headed back to Juliana.

He would do whatever it took to find Maya and Xander. Then he staggered to a halt, his heart in his mouth, as he realized that was only the start.

He also had to find Rakan.

***

‘Stay close,’ Rakan whispered, as they knelt amongst some bushes within a copse of woodland set back from the road. ‘Don’t say a word. Keep your heads down and your hoods low. If, for whatever reason, we get separated, don’t panic. Just head toward the moon, keep walking, and wait for me or Dristin to find you on the other side of town.’

It was a calculated lie. If the woman and boy got separated, they’d be dead or in thrall by dawn, but he had to give them hope whilst keeping their fear at bay. Not that he’d be any better off. In fact, if anyone had a chance of getting away, it was probably the boy.

Ahead of them lay a sprawling town astride the road to Freemantle. They’d tried to head due south, cross country, but the going was too slow, and the frozen, uneven ground had his back in spasms. So, they’d returned to the road which had led them here. Ashtown was surrounded by farmland, and he’d hoped they could bypass the town, but despite being late at night, the fields were full of green-eyed workers.

It was surreal to observe them gathering crops from the frozen soil in silence. No sound was made other than that by hoe or pick as the earth was broken. Every movement was soulless.

‘We must move like they do, slowly, with purpose,’ Dristin added. ‘That way, we can simply walk from one side of the town to the other, hiding in plain sight.’

As Dristin talked, he daubed Lehlar’s already filthy face with extra dirt.

Rakan undertook the same task with Aytern crouched silently at Lehlar’s side, his wide eyes fixed on the town.

Rakan had to admit he liked the boy. His brave actions had not only saved Rakan’s life, but he’d not said a word since. He watched, listened and did exactly as he was told without complaint. He was the type of boy who’d do well in the lower ranks of the military if he ever reached manhood.

The clothes both Lehlar and Aytern wore, were carefully chosen by Rakan, and while several sizes too big, were dark and would help them merge with the shadows. They would look like any other of the field workers as long as they kept their heads down.

Perhaps, except for the pack Lehlar wore under her jumper and robe which gave her a somewhat hunch-backed look.

Rakan stood, grunting as his back ached.

Of all the times to suffer with a bad back, it had to be at the world’s end. How was that for luck?

He pulled Lehlar to her feet and leaned in close.

‘Remember, count to ten before you follow me with Aytern, and keep your distance so as not to draw attention,’ he whispered. ‘Dristin will follow behind, but don’t look back!’ Then, without further ado, he stepped from the copse of woods they’d sheltered in.

He kept his head down, peering out from under the cowl of his hood. His hand itched to hold his concealed sword hilt, but instead, he let his hands hang free, ignoring the biting cold, and just walked stiffly, trying to emulate the shuffle of the workers in the fields.

The faint crunch of a further two pairs of footsteps assured him that Lehlar and Aytern were following.

Every instinct urged him to run, but he fought back, knowing that would be the end. He was no longer young nor fleet of foot, so this was the time for using his brain.

The road leading up to the town limits was dark except for a little moonlight, and he was confident no one would distinguish them as outsiders. It seemed that being in thrall didn’t make someone impervious to the cold, and everyone he’d seen was swaddled in thick clothing.

A pitchfork was leant up against the road’s boundary wall, and Rakan slowly scooped it up, completing his look of returning from the fields.

The road was treacherous underfoot, covered in a light dusting of snow under which ice had formed. No wonder those in thrall moved as they did whilst trying to maintain balance.

Several times, small groups or individuals shuffled by, their hoods lit by a greenish light, but they paid no attention, oblivious to anything but their destination, like ants heading to and from their nest.

Rakan began to breathe more easily.

Houses and shops loomed on either side, many with broken front doors or shutters. Occasional dead bodies littered the street, nothing more than an obstacle to step over as people went about their business. It demonstrated that the townsfolk had fought back, even if unsuccessfully.

The wind picked up, a gust causing Rakan to slip. Thankfully, he held his balance with the aid of the pitchfork, and nor did his back spasm. He leant into the wind and carried on, stumbling and twisting on purpose, catching a quick reassuring glance of Lehlar and Aytern struggling behind him.

Street lanterns cast puddles of light, each one showing the way forward, each one a potential hazard as he walked through their yellowed embrace.

The silence was unnerving. No one spoke, called out, argued, or fought. It was as if all emotion had been stolen away. Other than the howling wind, the only sounds were crunching footsteps, the tap of the pitchfork handle on the ground, and distant barking.

Somehow, the last was reassuring, as it inferred that animals didn’t fall under the Dark Gods’ thrall. Whether the dogs were still fed and cared for or would eventually turn feral was anyone’s guess.

Several warmly dressed men and women left their houses and began walking in the same direction Rakan was taking, and it wasn’t long before more joined.

He was aware of a handful between him, Lehlar and Aytern, but he didn’t dare slow down. Then, it became apparent where they were all heading.

There, sat across the middle of the road, and perhaps even the middle of the town, was a large shrine like that in the lawkeepers’ village. People were kneeling around it in silence, oblivious to the freezing weather, foreheads pressed to the ice.

‘Bloody prayer time,’ Rakan muttered, aware that if they didn’t leave the main street, they’d have no choice but to join the masses and risk discovery.

A turning off to the left provided an alternative route, and he hoped that Lehlar, Aytern and Dristin still had eyes on him as he carefully took the turn, the footing treacherous.

As soon as he did so, he realised his mistake.

The sidewalks were busy, and every single green-eyed man and woman was heading west toward him and the main road leading to the shrine. He was the only one heading east

Any sudden movement would draw attention, so he stepped off the sidewalk onto the frozen road, aiming for a dark alley behind the shops and houses on the other side.

The flow of people there was lighter, and a gap presented itself for him to pass between two groups if he timed it right. He slowed a little, hopeful of slipping into the shadows to wait for the others.

Despite keeping his head down, Rakan was aware he was attracting attention, and he tightened his grip on the pitchfork, only a few steps from the alley.

Suddenly, there was a cry, and it split the silence like a thunderclap.

Rakan’s heart sank.

He didn’t need to look to know it was Lehlar, but he turned slowly. She lay on the ice in the middle of the road and had cried out in shock or pain, which didn’t matter.

Dristin was separated from them by a growing throng and turned away, keeping his head low. There was no way he could help, whereas Aytern was desperately trying to pull her upright.

Rakan froze as every green eye turned upon her and the boy. It was Aytern’s brave refusal to leave Lehlar to her fate that determined his course of action.

Risking a bad slip, he turned and skated across the ice, pulling Lehlar to her feet, even as the horde of possessed stepped off the pavement toward them.

‘The alley!’ Rakan ordered as together they hurried across the road, Lehlar sobbing in fear as she clung to Aytern. Their way was blocked by perhaps a dozen men and women, who moved with a slow, steady purpose, hands reaching. They were unarmed, untrained, and likely, unwilling too, but they stood between Rakan and safety.

Rakan flung the pitchfork, sending a man staggering back to trip two others behind him.

His sword whined free from its scabbard, and he stepped ahead of Lehlar and Aytern, cleaving hands from wrists and arms from shoulders as he hacked and slashed in a frenzy, clearing a path through to the alley before they were overwhelmed. Even as his victims fell, horrifically wounded, no sound left their lips.

It was a slaughter of innocents, that sickened Rakan.

The unpacked snow in the empty alley gave surer footing allowing them to run. Behind, a mass of people chased them, silent, green-eyed, possessed by evil.

They’d escaped, but Rakan knew it was only temporary. Lehlar was gasping from panic, and Rakan’s heart was pounding too. The combat, blood rush, and days of travel taking their toll. Only Aytern seemed unaffected. As silent as their pursuers, he lent his strength to Lehlar, pulling her along.

An open doorway beckoned off to the left, and Rakan led them through, slamming it behind them. It was dark, but he felt a latch and jammed it home as they stumbled, arms outstretched, bumping off unseen furniture to the other side of the building and into an empty street, the thumping of fists against the door spurring them on.

They sprinted across to the far side and reached an unlatched window shutter. Once through, with no immediate sign of pursuit, they slowed their pace, catching their breath, calming down as they realised that, for the moment, they were safe.

Rakan wondered whether Dristin had escaped unnoticed. Despite still being weak from his recent fever, he was a tough man, as tough as they came. He consoled himself with the thought that now Dristin had mostly recovered, his chances of survival were better without the burden of a woman and a boy.

‘We walk slowly from hereon,’ Rakan whispered softly as he opened the backdoor to peer up and down the street. ‘If you slip, bite your tongue off before you cry out!’

He sheathed his sword, rearranged his hood, and spent a moment ensuring the others’ faces were suitably concealed, then took a deep breath before he realised they weren’t alone.

***

Maya and Xander knelt on the flat roof of a grandiose residence overlooking the old Royal Palace, looking on in disbelief.

Xander gripped the hilt of his sheathed longsword, wondering if this was all a bad dream from which he’d shortly awaken. Surely what he was witnessing couldn’t be real. Even his father’s most outrageous stories didn’t come close.

He hadn’t had much time to think until now. After the initial panic, the citizens of Freemantle had sought shelter within their homes, clearing the streets, allowing him and his mother to make their way quickly to the stables.

Distant screams and shouts had spurred them onwards, and they’d retrieved their weapons from a stable noticeably absent its master. The horses within were verging on panic, and Xander had set them free, whispering quietly to Blaze and his mother’s mount before urging them out of the stables. They’d galloped off, hooves clattering, toward the sanctuary of the open countryside.

Afterwards, they’d hastened on foot through the dim, empty streets toward the palace, where his mother had said the town guards would be mustering to face this threat.

Although the streetlamps were unattended and unlit, the snow had provided enough light to allow them swift passage. People had peered from between shutters and around partly opened doors, morbidly curious as to whether the worst had passed.

From what Xander could see, it was just beginning.

His mother had been right. The town guards from the palace had mustered and … for the most part, had been slaughtered.

‘That’s not the creature that passed over us,’ Maya whispered, bow in hand, her eyes never still, looking for danger beyond the obvious that stood half as tall as the palace below.

‘It certainly isn’t,’ Xander replied. ‘It looks like the town guards have surrendered, those that are left!’

‘They could easily overwhelm that creature if they all attacked at once,’ Maya muttered. ‘There are at least two hundred left, and they are still armed!’

It was surreal watching this huge winged figure standing before them, silently holding aloft a giant sword from which a green glow pulsed, while the town guard just knelt, watching.

When Maya looked at it, she heard the most distant whispers, but they faded before she could grasp what they said.

‘If we can kill that thing, we can rally the guard. Come daylight, we’ll find any other creatures and put them to the sword too!’

‘Are you crazy, Mother?’ Xander hissed, holding her forearm. ‘That creature is huge. Your arrows will just annoy it. If we’re going to kill it, we need to at least use our swords.’

‘That didn’t turn out well for the town guards, did it?’ Maya said, nodding toward the blood-splashed courtyard.

Xander just grunted, his teeth chattering from the cold.

‘Whatever we do, let’s do it quickly. I’m frozen!’

Maya nodded. It seemed no coincidence that the green-tinged snow matched the gem on the hilt of this creature’s sword.

‘Xander. When I say so, get that thing’s attention!’

‘Why?’

‘So I can kill it!’ Maya smiled confidently, drawing two arrows from her quiver to check the shafts and flights.

‘Are we really doing this?’ Xander groaned.

‘Are you ready?’

Xander nodded as his mother stood tall, drawing back the string of the powerful bow as if she were simply pulling a flower from the earth. He could almost pick her up with one hand, yet she held the bow back at full draw with such effortless poise that, for a moment, Xander was in awe of her strength.

‘Now.’

‘HEY. UGLY!’ Xander roared, waving his sword.

The creature’s head snapped around, and an instant later, it roared in agony as Maya’s first arrow punched into its right eye.

Xander held his breath. It was surely a killing blow, but the creature just clapped a massive hand to its face.

Maya’s bowstring thrummed again, and Xander felt his insides reverberate as the creature’s agony reached new heights when the second arrow punctured the other glowing orb. It dropped to its knees, head bowed, wings wrapped around itself, and he prepared to follow his mother down to rally the guard when … it regained its feet.

Those huge wings opened, and green eyes shone undamaged from a hideous face so twisted with malevolence that Xander stumbled back in shock.

It raised its sword and pointed, whereupon the two hundred or so town guards at its feet sprinted for the building they stood upon.

‘Mother?’

For a moment, Maya watched the wave of armoured guards, noting the green eye shining from their faces.

‘Follow me!’

She turned, sprinting surefootedly across the rooftops, Xander close behind, her mind assessing what was going on. If, as it seemed, the palace guards, with their glowing eyes, were under the creature’s control then the centre of Freemantle was effectively lost.

But, there were the barracks near the city perimeter guarding the trade road entrances. If the guards there could be rallied and the population rose up, the fight for Freemantle wasn’t over!

Maya slowed her pace, allowing Xander to draw alongside. Her son was incredibly powerful and agile, but leaping across buildings wasn’t his strength, and the palace guard wouldn’t catch them now.

‘We’ll head for the barracks we passed as we entered …’

Xander flung her sideways with such unexpected force that she hit the stone roof hard, his weight crushing her flat.

Maya watched wide-eyed as a black-bladed sword, as long as Xander was tall, shattered the roof where they’d just been standing while heavy, beating wings stirred up powdered snow in a howling cloud as the creature she’d injured flew past, screeching in rage.

Xander didn’t hesitate.

He jumped to his feet, pulled her up, and grabbed her fallen bow. Before she could say anything, he dragged her to the gaping hole in the roof and leapt, pulling her down to land on a debris-covered bed.

By silent assent, they both sprinted through an archway onto a landing just as a huge thud shook the building. Seconds later, that evil black blade hammered down, splintering the bed and other furniture as it was thrust through the roof over and again.

Maya followed Xander as he ran down some carpeted marble stairs, dust raining around them. There was no need to talk or shout instructions. When it came to combat, he was well-trained and displayed an instinct that had just saved both their lives.

A family were huddled in a corner of a large living room, arms wrapped around one another. A man, a wife, and two terrified children, eyes as wide as dinner plates.

‘Stay hidden,’ was all she had time to shout as she descended the next set of steps at breakneck speed, knowing the creature was hunting them, at least for the moment. It was unlikely it would come down through the house; it was too big. But they couldn’t stay in case the royal guard responded to its call.

Alex cautiously opened the front door and, after a quick look outside, beckoned.

Maya sped across the wide avenue after him, knowing how exposed they were. Yet luck favoured them, for they didn’t slip on the snow, nor did beating wings follow as the creature continued hacking away at the upper floors of the building, unaware of their escape.

The streets were empty, everyone locked away in the transient safety of their homes, hoping that, like a nightmare, daytime would chase away the monsters.

Maya and Xander ran south, aware of panicked shouting and screaming that grew louder with every passing step. Then ahead, across the road, a horde of green-eyed people materialised.

Maya and Xander skidded to a halt and watched as the silent mob pulled people kicking and screaming from their houses.

Their route was blocked.

‘This way,’ Maya shouted.

Together, they vaulted over a stone wall and ran through the grounds of an opulent mansion, around statues, perfectly shaped hedges and ornamental urns, aware of the frightened gazes of the occupants who stared from upstairs windows.

But they didn’t enter, rather they ran to the other side, over a wall, and onto the next street … only to see a different mob working its way toward the city centre.

Xander grabbed Maya and pulled her flat against a wall as a creature flew overhead, different to the ones they’d encountered but equipped with a spiked flail embellished by a glowing green gem.

The next street was also blocked, and they were slowly getting driven back toward the royal palace. Another creature flew overhead, then another.

‘The streets are no longer safe!’ Xander growled. ‘If we take to the rooftops, those creatures will see us, and I doubt we’ll get lucky a second time.’

‘It wasn’t luck, Xander!’ Maya said. ‘But you’re right.’

‘So what do we do, Mother? Die like cornered rats?’

‘No, Xander. We live by fleeing like one!’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We go underground!’

‘Shit!’ Xander exclaimed.

Maya couldn’t help but laugh softly, despite their predicament, as they both looked at a nearby sewer grate.

‘Exactly!’

***


Chapter XII










Taran looked around, eyes narrowed as he sought any signs of danger. He wished he had Maya’s keen eyesight, for she could spot a mouse before even a hawk in the sky could.

Maya.

His heart lurched, almost overcome with emotion. He’d sent her away with Xander at the worst possible time. This separation was his fault.

Of course, Rinsen's dying had been the catalyst for it to happen. But maybe Xander had been right, and he could have shielded him from Shinsen’s anger. Shinsen might never have sought the blood moon for his son’s death if he had stood in his friend’s way.

Taran shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. This wasn’t the time for self-recrimination. He had to remain sharp because he was the only one alert.

He risked a quick glance at Juliana slumped in her saddle, riding alongside him. He had tied her firmly to the high cantle, and she was fast asleep despite the rolling gait of the mount beneath her.

The encounter with the brothers had demonstrated the danger they might encounter at any moment. Thus, out of necessity, the last night had been tough on her as she again used her power of spirit travel to scout ahead.

It had been time and energy well spent because it had laid bare how quickly the influence of the Dark Gods had already spread. The land itself was in turmoil. Great cracks had appeared in the earth, and Juliana had said that much of the landscape a day or two’s ride to the north was covered in snow.

She’d also been shocked to discover newly raised shrines and temples, so, thanks to her gift, they’d avoided two towns and a village that were already full of the possessed.

If only she had the strength to push further during her spirit travels. Taran remembered Maya travelling to the Eyre, the desert, and many of the Freestates cities in one night alongside Astren. Whereas Juliana barely had the strength now to push a few leagues ahead. Just like her physical self, her spirit form was now exhausted after nights of travel.

With Juliana asleep, he couldn’t push the horses any faster than a walk, but at least they were making headway.

Hopefully, by midmorning, she’d awaken, and they could ride hard for an hour, assuming Juliana could manage it.

Every minute his family were split apart, was a minute they’d lost forever. If the end of the world was coming, what time they had left was more precious than ever.

He wasn’t even sure what they should do if they reunited.

No.

When they reunited.

Should they really just ride off away from civilisation? Find somewhere deserted along the northernmost reaches of the Freestates, or run east, through the desert and beyond.

Was it even possible to hide from the gods?

Lunastra had already said that to run would be to die. He nodded to himself.

Maya would insist they return to the Horselords to fight and die leading her people. It would be the right thing to do. The honourable thing. Perhaps even Rakan and Dafne would make it back in time from their visit to the Eyre.

The terrain here, once flat, was now marred with ugly clumps of boulders ejected from the ground. Taran turned the horses clear of such clumps that might conceal an enemy

An enemy.

For over twenty-five years, peace had reigned, now suddenly, everyone was a potential enemy. Even those who weren’t possessed would soon struggle to find food if they didn’t work the land and would use violence to get what they needed. It wouldn’t be long before neighbour turned against neighbour.

The only other choice would be to serve the Dark Gods.

Those who did might survive, although what kind of life that would be, who knew. Yet to sacrifice your own children on an altar, whether possessed or not, would surely torment you to the day you died.

A cold wind whispered through the long grasses, and Taran shivered. The temperature was definitely dropping, far below what it should be at this time for year. He doubted it was a coincidence.

They’d brought along plenty of supplies but not warm-weather clothing, and this was now an additional concern. Exposure could kill as easily as a sword.

How long would it take him and Juliana to reach Freemantle?

With four horses between them and minimum rest whilst Juliana slept in the saddle so they could get an early start … a week, assuming they didn’t encounter any trouble.

But the unavoidable trouble was finding Maya and Xander.

Even if they were in Freemantle as had been planned, they could pass by each other on the other side of a street for a week or month without knowing.

Taran’s stomach lurched.

Everything suddenly felt so impossible, and for a few minutes, he fought against the panic that threatened to overwhelm him.

Juliana mumbled in her sleep, and distracted, he looked across, and, as mist before the summer sun, his doubts faded away. She was the mirror image of her mother, and he drew strength and, more importantly, purpose from her presence.

When had she ever given up?

His beautiful daughter, cursed to be forever frail. She had fought almost every day of her life, struggling with even the simplest physical tasks. With each year, it got harder, never easier, but she never gave up, never stopped smiling, and never stopped believing in herself and her family.

Yet, here he was, full of health, on the edge of self-pity.

No.

Taran straightened in his saddle and cast his gaze far and wide, ensuring their safety while also trying to visualize the future.

Together he and Juliana would find Maya and Xander, and also a way to keep hope alive not just for themselves, but for everybody. While he had breath in his body, he would fight.

He detected a group of maybe two dozen people in the distance to the northeast. They weren’t working any fields, and Juliana had warned him to avoid the village in that direction.

Were they possessed? Maybe they’d escaped and avoided a terrible fate. But riding closer to find out wasn’t an option.

‘Jul.’

He reached across and shook her arm gently several times, then smiled as her eyes opened.

‘Father.’ Her jaw cracked as she yawned, and despite bloodshot eyes and a pale complexion, she returned his smile. ‘Is everything alright? I hardly feel I’ve slept at all.’

‘I’m sorry, Jul. We need to ride hard for a while. There are people in the distance I want to avoid without taking too much of a detour. Can you manage?’

Juliana lifted a waterskin that was hanging from her saddle, removed the stopper, and offered it to Taran. When he shook his head, she took a long drink.’

‘I can manage,’ she replied. ‘Whatever it takes.’

‘Whatever it takes.’ Taran repeated the words.

Yes, whatever it takes, needed to be his mantra from hereon.

‘Ready?’ he asked.

Juliana smiled and heeled her horse into a canter.

It was all the answer Taran needed.

***

Rakan turned around slowly.

Twenty men, eighteen women, and seven children were settled before him within a small forest clearing. Those not huddled together sobbing cast furtive glances filled with a mix of sadness, panic, and despair. They were exhausted and on the verge of giving up, and for a moment, that defeatism nauseated him.

Yet he knew it wasn’t their fault. Peace and prosperity had softened almost everyone in the Freestates. However, if they wanted to live for much longer, that needed to change … and quickly.

Lehlar and Aytern, exceptions to the general despair, knelt close by, watching his every move. Dristin had also caught up with them an hour earlier and was now fast asleep against a tree. He’d said little when he’d stumbled into the small camp, just quipped he was surprised to see how many strays Rakan had picked up.

A fleeting smile split Rakan's craggy features as he realised he was grateful for the archer’s presence before his countenance returned to its default scowl. He hadn’t sought this wider responsibility, didn't need it, and desired nothing more than to leave the group behind to their own fate while he left with Dristin, Lehlar and Aytern.

But here he was.

Protect the weak, the Horselords’ way. Dafne, Taran and Maya would expect nothing less, and so he’d taken along the two families he’d first encountered hiding in the house as they’d traversed through Ashtown.

As they’d crept through silent streets and abandoned houses, other survivors had emerged to join them, finding bravery in numbers and hoping for deliverance.

It hadn’t ended up that way for many.

His hands clenched as he remembered how they’d almost escaped unscathed. But a crying child had drawn the attention of the possessed like rotting meat attracted flies.

Rakan had fled with his group, but they’d been pursued by no less than thirty of the possessed townspeople.

Throughout the night and into the next evening, they’d been followed despite the fearsome pace Rakan had set until he’d spotted the glowing eyes of another small group coming to intercept them.

Whether they communicated silently or it had been bad luck, hadn’t mattered. Rakan sensed that if they didn’t kill them all, others would shortly follow. Three other men had volunteered to help, armed with nothing beyond knives but determined to protect their families.

The ensuing fights had been brutal, short affairs, with most of those he’d killed unarmed except for some pitchforks, shovels and staves.

It had brought back long-buried, best-forgotten memories of his darkest years when, under Daleth’s rule as a Nightstalker, he’d returned to his home village and slaughtered everyone who’d ever wronged him.

Now, like then, despite their green eyes, the people he’d killed were civilians, and it didn’t sit well with him. They’d attacked silently without hesitation and subsequently died in silence. Strangely, that made the whole episode worse, like some kind of bad dream.

Snow was falling, and Rakan was grateful for the heavy woollen clothes he wore, but not everyone was well equipped, and some hadn’t even brought supplies.

If they stayed in the open tonight, half would be dead by morning, having succumbed to the cold, and the other half would follow in the days to come.

He wouldn’t let that happen.

Every day he kept these people alive would be a victory of sorts, and if he prepared them well enough, strength in numbers might even help him succeed in his original mission.

Cold and hunger were now their immediate enemies. Beyond those, it was the possessed, then the Dark Gods themselves.

Rakan coughed, clearing his throat.

‘On your feet!’ he said loudly.

A few heads turned toward him, but only Lehlar and Aytern obeyed his command instantly. Dristin opened his eyes and caught Rakan’s gaze, but Rakan gave a subtle shake of his head, and Dristin nodded gratefully and settled back down.

‘ON YOUR FEET, YOU SORRY LOT, OR I’LL LEAVE YOU HERE TO DIE!’

It was a risk bellowing, but the weight of command in his voice and the volume had everyone jumping up in a panic.

‘Keep your voice down!’ A burly man stomped forward as everyone started muttering. ‘You’ll get us all killed!’

Rakan punched the man hard in the stomach, sending him gasping like a fish to the ground. Now, he had everyone’s attention.

‘If you want to live, you need to listen. You’re probably wondering who I am beyond a stranger with a sword, and I don’t blame you. I need you to believe in me and do as I ask without hesitation, so I will tell you.

‘During my lifetime, I’ve fought more battles than most of you have years. I stood against Daleth at Tristan’s Folly and then at the Battle of Freeguard. In my long life, I’ve killed hundreds, including a god and a king. However, like many of you, my greatest exploit was becoming a parent. You may even know of my son and daughter-in-law, Taran and Maya. THE Taran and Maya!’

Suddenly people looked upon him differently, and Rakan took a moment to help up the man he’d knocked down with an apologetic smile.

‘You’ve seen what I can do with my sword,’ he continued, ‘but let me tell you. If we stay here tonight, half of you will be dead by morning. We can’t afford to light a fire, and you can all feel the cold. We need to find proper shelter. Does anyone know this area?’

‘Yes. I do!’

The shaky voice came from a young woman bundled in clothes, with a child hanging on to her brown skirt.

‘Is there a farm nearby?’

‘About a league in that direction.’

Rakan nodded decisively.

‘From now on, we fight to survive. We are one family, and we protect one another.’

‘But we don’t have weapons!’

Rakan couldn’t see who spoke.

‘You’re right. Everyone must be armed. A wooden spear can kill an unarmoured opponent almost as easily as an iron-tipped one. A wooden club can break skulls and bones just like an iron mace can. So, the first thing we are going to do, is get ready to fight. I want everyone back here in ten minutes with a long broken sapling, or a short heavy branch. Get to it!’

Lehlar stayed behind and turned to Rakan before stepping forward to place a quick kiss on his bearded cheek.

‘I thought you were a hero from the moment you stepped out of those woods to save us,’ she said, awe in her eyes. ‘Now I know you are! Will Taran and Maya come to save us again?’

‘Of course, they will,’ Rakan lied. ‘Their love can overcome anything.’

He turned away quickly, struggling to control his emotions. Their love was as strong as ever, but denied their gifts, they were just like everyone else.

Then he chuckled, smiling softly.

No. they weren’t like everyone else.

They were Taran and Maya!

***

Galmoth closed his eyes, drifting, the sounds of sweet torment in his ears. Like his fellow gods, if he so chose, he could sense the thoughts of those held in thrall nearby, feel what they felt. The human mind was pathetic in its individual fragility and knowledge, and yet it could give so much.

He sighed, pleasure rippling through him as he tasted the sheer agony that thousands now endured having sacrificed their children. It was a truly exquisite lament, as were those of brothers who had killed sisters or sons their fathers when they resisted. It was the type of pain that lasted decades without diminishing.

The prayers of the very same survivors also sustained him as a rhythmic backdrop. Their reluctant worship fed him with a trickle of power that the other gods also enjoyed.

Every nerve in his body was on fire.

Around him, the other gods rested, enjoying the frigid air and snow. The city the humans called Freemarch had a population of over a hundred thousand, and almost three-quarters of the population were now in thrall to him and his brethren. The remainder would soon be rounded up to be possessed, after which the lands of the so-called Horselords would be their next conquest.

It would go as smoothly as the two Freestates cities had. The humans might have advanced beyond their forebears in architecture, engineering, and the like, but they were still weak and mortal. There was none amongst their ranks who could stand against them now some of their power had been returned. Even the most skilled or gifted could do little more than cause pain.

Galmoth’s hand unconsciously went to his face, recalling the agony he’d endured several days before in the city of Freemantle. The woman who’d inflicted the humiliating wounds had been incredibly skilful and, frustratingly, had evaded his vengeance. She was also familiar …

Why?

She must have been in the memory of someone in thrall.

It might take him days or weeks to discover more about her, but searching through the minds of the tormented wasn’t difficult and would simply add to their feelings of violation.

Every human soul in thrall nearby was a pinprick, a glowing green star in the blanket of his mind, and he picked one at random, rummaging with abandon through the unlucky man’s memories. Surprisingly, he discovered what he wanted almost immediately, hidden away in a pocket of hope.

The woman who had injured him was the revered leader of the Horselords, who, according to legend, had saved the world from destruction.

What had she been doing in Freemantle, and had it been a coincidence? If not, had she somehow garnered knowledge of his intent and purposely sought him out?

The temerity of the woman, a mere mortal, to hunt him as if he were some kind of animal!

He searched through the minds of others, finding the image and the hope of deliverance everywhere. Amongst the memories of some were the wonders she had created with a gift of healing. Others held the belief that she was favoured by the gods, having perished only to be reborn again!

A gifted one!

A gifted one who had sought to kill him as her predecessors had done. Oh, how sweet her death would be. When she was found, there would be no quick sacrifice. Her death would be long and exquisitely painful.

But before he finally released her from torment, she would know that all she held dear was destroyed.

The Horselords would soon know the leadership of a true god, not some gifted mortal who pretended at greatness!

***

‘I can’t move this one either, Mother.’

Xander’s voice was hushed, and yet it carried along the sewer pipe loud enough to make Maya wince.

For a whole week, they’d been trapped below ground as the city above slowly fell silent. The initial screams and crying had wrenched at Maya’s heart, and several times she’d reflexively gone to climb out and help, only for Xander to pull her back.

He’d been right to do so. This was a fight they couldn’t win. Yet she’d felt like a coward, and it wrenched at her heart.

Now, despite the silence from above, it still wasn’t safe to leave.

Every time they looked up through a grate into the city, green-eyed citizens walked silently by, day or night.

Terrible tremors had also periodically shaken the tunnels they hid in, but like the buildings above ground, no expense had been spared in their construction, and they hadn’t collapsed.

The awful smell, which had first caused such distress, didn’t even bother Maya now. Yet, despite having gotten used to it, she was worried about disease. Would they get sick from the effluent, or would everything being frozen stop them from falling ill?

Fortunately, they still had supplies for two more days from the shop they’d looted before leaping into the sewer. Yet with the temperature dropping, insufficient clothing, and being unable to build a fire, they had to get out of the city, or they’d die below ground in the filth. Frustratingly, every route they tried to take was eventually blocked by heavy metal bars before it passed the city perimeter.

‘Entering the sewers was a stupid idea!’ Xander grumbled as he came back to join Maya.

‘It was the only option we had at the time, Xander,’ Maya said softly, pushing her hands up under her armpits as she shivered slightly.

‘We should have ridden out of this city the moment we saw that first creature. That was the best option. I told you we should leave. But when do you ever listen to me?’

Maya nodded. If Xander got angry, his voice would carry easily, and then they’d be in an even worse predicament.

‘You’re right, Xander. I’m sorry. Now, do you have any ideas?’

‘Why is it down to me to get us out of a mess you created?’

‘You’re right, again. Let’s retrace this sewer to the central square, then see if we can find another tunnel heading south to try.’

Xander scowled but followed when she picked up her bow and began walking.

Thankfully, the main sewers were large and well-maintained, allowing easy progress under the city streets. Drainage gratings every twenty paces let in enough light for them to see as they walked. Unfortunately, the pipes that forked off towards the buildings eventually became too small to fit along, or they could have tried to find a vacant property to hide within.

‘We can’t stay down here, Mother.’

‘I know, Xander. But if we’re spotted leaving the sewer on foot, we’ll have no chance of escape. You’ve seen how many people are on the streets day and night. But Lunastra will show us the way, don’t you worry!’

Xander snorted, and Maya bit back a retort. The Horselords’ religion meant so much to her, and occasionally she let her faith slip into conversation with him. It wasn’t his fault.

It was beyond unpleasant to traverse the pipes. The thin layer of ice that had formed over the effluent often broke, and the soft squishiness of what lay beneath and the sudden surge of foulness around their feet made every step one too many.

However, moving at least kept them warmer, and their minds focused. They paused frequently to check the streets, to see if it would be safe to exit, but no opportunity presented itself. It was as if whatever had happened to the population had stripped them of all usual routine.

Maya followed the marks they’d left on the brick walls, although even without them, she felt sure she’d have found her way. Occasional screams or shouts filtered down, all the more shocking for how few there were. It was too risky to talk as the sewers amplified their voices, so they moved in silence, giving Maya time to mull over the same questions that had remained unanswered these last days.

Where had these creatures come from, and what kind of gift allowed them to turn the population into these silent slaves? What was going on, and was it just in Freemantle, or was something far bigger afoot?

She hadn’t mentioned these questions and her resulting fears to Xander. He was still holding strong, believing they’d make their escape, but if by some miracle they did, what awaited beyond Freemantle?

It was a harrowing thought that these creatures might be roving the Freestates causing havoc. Was their control over the populace permanent, or would it wear off?

So many questions and not a single answer.

Finally, after almost an hour of trudging through the semi-darkness, they returned to the tunnels under the central square that surrounded the old Royal Palace.

The light was fading, and Maya noticed the walls of the sewer pulsing with a green light that shone through the gratings.

Xander stepped forward and carefully peered around the edge of the stonework, then stepped back, a look of disbelief on his face.

‘Look!’ Xander mouthed silently and stood back.

Maya took his place, having to stand slightly on tiptoes, and like her son, couldn’t believe what she saw. The Royal Palace was gone.

In its place stood a pyramidical temple or shrine of some kind, from the top of which a green light lit up the clouds above, pulsing like the beat of a heart. All around, some of who partially obstructed her view, were hundreds of citizens, kneeling, foreheads to the ground in apparent worship.

As Maya watched transfixed, she noted that a long line of children were slowly walking up the steps to the top of the temple.

What were they doing?

Then it struck her, the children were stepping into the light and vanishing as if they never existed. Human sacrifices?

‘NO!’ It was an involuntary gasp, and suddenly, a half dozen heads snapped around in her direction, and Maya leapt back into the gloom.

She held a finger to her lips, her heart beating hard.

Shadows of people moved across the tunnel wall, and Maya watched in horror as they knelt. The next moment, there was a screeching noise as the grating she’d looked through was lifted.

They’d heard, and they were coming!

***

Taran looked across at Juliana, meditating amongst the straw of a barn they’d taken shelter in two nights before. He’d insisted she rest and recover, and a little colour was finally returning to her cheeks.

The delay tested their patience, but her strength had never been more important because Freemantle was, at last, in sight.

Worryingly, between the barn and the city, green-eyed farmers worked the snow-dusted land without rest. Having approached from the south, they’d circled the city at a distance, hoping to find a less contested approach, but it soon became apparent that all the surrounding lands were populated by the possessed, which meant entering Freemantle would be perilous in the extreme.

They’d finally chosen the barn as it offered temporary sanctuary for them, as well as the horses. Thankfully, or sadly, whoever had worked this particular farm, no longer did so. It sat on a small hill to the north of the city, giving unrestricted views of the surrounding land. It had been a godsend.

Fingers of light crept across the barn, finding its way through gaps in the walls. Yet the light didn’t fill Taran with any hope, nor did their proximity to Freemantle.

Despite finally making it here, he was wracked with doubt.

Not once had he even considered the Dark Gods would reach Freemantle before he could reunite with Maya and Xander. He wouldn’t entertain the thought they might be dead or enthralled, so it now seemed likely they’d fled south, back toward home.

He couldn’t enter Freemantle simply to check if that was the case. Death or capture likely awaited him within the city limits, so any decision he now made would be based on intuition. In hindsight, it appeared all his decisions had been made on the same basis, and he now felt utterly foolish.

‘Father. You seem worried.’

Taran smiled and shrugged his shoulders dismissively.

‘How do you feel today?’

‘Better than I have in days,’ she said with a bright smile. ‘I wouldn’t want to risk spirit travelling yet, but I’m ready when you are!’

Taran sighed as he considered his response. Juliana had a warrior's spirit, but she’d die if they entered Freemantle now it was under the Dark Gods’ control. Likewise, if he went without her and perished, yet again, she wouldn’t survive beyond the supplies running out.

‘Jul. I’ve been thinking. We don’t know if Xander or your mother are still in Freemantle. I can’t take you with me to check, or you’ll surely be killed. Likewise, if I go on my own, I don’t have a chance of finding them. Without knowing they’re still there, it’s a risk we can’t take!’

Taran watched Juliana’s eyes brim with tears. She blinked to hold them back, but instead, they coursed down her cheeks.

‘They’re here. I know they’re here! Didn’t you tell me that nothing could keep you and mother apart? You believed it, and I still believe it. Don’t you dare give up on them!’

Taran sighed.

‘I haven’t given up on them. I believe in your mother and Xander. I believe they’ve escaped and headed home. We could have passed them in the night for all we know. I only know with certainty that they were here. But ask yourself. Would they have stayed once the Dark Gods arrived?’

Juliana’s fists clenched as she fought to control herself. Logic vied with emotion, and finally, she voiced her thoughts.

‘Mother wouldn’t let any harm come to Xander. She’d want to return and warn us as quickly as possible, even if she didn’t know exactly what was going on. But,’ Juliana continued, ‘I just know they’re still here. I can feel it!’

Taran held Juliana’s gaze.

‘Has Lunastra told you this?’

‘No. I haven’t seen her since she first came to me. But please, have faith in …’

‘I won’t risk your life on feeling or faith,’ Taran interrupted Juliana’s half-spoken plea. ‘Without a sign that your mother or brother are here, we will break fast, then head home. That is my decision!’

The horses whinnied, but not in approval. Taran was on his feet instantly, steel in hand as he headed toward the barn door. The chargers were trained to stay silent in the presence of their riders, and for them to make any noise was a warning.

Juliana drew her dagger and grabbed a wooden support as she stood upright.

They’d been discovered!

Taran peered through the ill-fitting planks, then looked back at Juliana with something akin to disbelief in his eyes before turning back to heave a barn door open.

He stood back as Blaze and Maya’s horse trotted in, snorting softly in greeting.

‘NOW, do you believe me?’ Juliana demanded, her eyebrows knitted together. ‘You need to have more faith, Father!’

‘This changes everything,’ Taran murmured, taking a quick look outside before closing the barn door. ‘The horses are unsaddled, which means they were probably stabled, then freed. But they wouldn’t leave Xander or your mother without being commanded to do so. So they must still be in the city.’

Juliana’s look conveyed more than words as Taran ran his hands over the horses’ flanks as much to comfort them as himself.

‘Blaze will be able to find Xander!’ she said, ‘and mother will be with him. You need to save them. But how are you going to get into a city of the possessed unseen?’

‘I can’t. I’ll just ride in, find them, and ride out again.’

‘It can’t be that simple!’

‘Nothing ever is, Jul. But, as you rightfully told me a few minutes ago. You need to have more faith!’

***

Shinsen stirred, the gentle murmur of the wind weaving through the grass teasing him back to consciousness. The soothing cadence of nature's whispers, akin to the sinuous hiss of a snake, surrounded him. In these quiet moments, he often pondered whether the voices of his ancestors manifested in these murmurs, weaving tales and guidance into the very fabric of the air.

Just as when he’d fallen asleep, his hand grasped his sword hilt, and his body ached from wearing armour throughout the night, but he smiled in the gloom, welcoming the pain.

It was pain that would sustain him in the dark days to come. Pain for his lost son, his lost wife, and the loss of everything he held so dear. Pain that was in stark contrast against the last twenty-five golden years of peace.

He’d experienced enough death to last a lifetime, and to see his beloved Horselords recover from the brink of extinction under Maya’s guidance and Taran’s leadership had been nothing short of a miracle.

His heart ached. He loved them both so dearly, despite what had happened, and he wished they were here where they belonged. If only Xander and Rinsen hadn’t …

Tears ran freely, but it was too gloomy for anyone to witness them, and to feel and overcome pain, showed the steel in a man.

Only once before had he felt so lost and devoid of purpose.

He cast his mind back to when he’d led the three remaining clans, lost in the wilderness, seeking a sign.

The overcast sky mirrored his internal turmoil. Heavy and foreboding clouds obscured stars and moon alike, and winter’s bite was sharp in the air.

‘Lunastra. If it’s our destiny to die facing the Dark Gods, then I shall gladly do so in your name,’ he whispered. ‘But surely there must be something more we can do.’

The last time their destruction seemed assured, Taran, Maya, and Rakan had appeared as if placed there by Lunastra herself. Now, they were leagues away in the Freestates and beyond, and the question echoed within him. Why were they not here when he and the clans needed them the most?

A peculiar warmth enveloped him, prompting a moment of contemplation until clarity dawned. They were where Lunastra needed them to be, fulfilling a destiny beyond the reach of his understanding.

He rose to his feet, was greeted by a gentle snort from his charger, and absently scratched it behind the ear. It waited saddled and ready for battle, bearing its equipment without complaint.

The camp lay shrouded by shadows as horses, men, women, and youths of the Horselords rested around him. Half were mounted, silent sentinels, ready for battle, while the other half slept. When the time came, they would not be caught unprepared. This was their last ride together, and everyone knew it.

All were knights now, irrespective of age. Babes and those too old to fight had been blessed by Taysen beneath the moonwood tree, split into groups, and dispersed. The hope was that some would escape the coming apocalypse. No one knew where the children were going or what the future held for them, they just had to put faith in the moon goddess that they would survive.

There had been no hysterics, just simple acceptance as everyone left their families, shrine and moonwood tree behind. No one wanted the land around it to be defiled. It was a beautiful, shining memory all of them could hold onto.

He felt proud to have been chosen to lead the Horselords in their final days. This would be the greatest honour of his life, next to fathering Rinsen and marrying Shinmata.

A mounted horn bearer waited silently nearby. One of two who were always ready at his side.

Shinsen took the reins of his charger and mounted, not allowing his stiffness to show, stepping into the saddle like a man a third of his age.

No words passed his lips, he just nodded, and the horn bearer raised his instrument. Despite its small size, the horn’s tone was deep.

Shinsen felt the call as much as heard it when it reverberated deep inside. He nodded in approval as everyone was mounted and ready to ride within two dozen heartbeats.

Every day and night they had in the company of those they’d grown with, trained with, and loved, was a blessing and one he intended to give his brethren for as long as he was able.

They’d head south, away from the encroaching cold. Breakfast would be had in the saddle, and anyone who needed to vacate their bowels would simply drop to the side of one of the five columns.

Shinsen stood tall in his saddle, then drew and raised his sword before pointing it south. In the distance, Karlsen, Nikelsen, Shasmata, and Fulsen returned the salute.

With solemn grace, he sat back down, then took his full-face helm from the pommel of his saddle and lowered it over his head. Like a silent ritual, every knight and youth who rode along followed suit.

‘May Lunastra guide you, my friends,’ he spoke softly, his thoughts reaching out to Maya and Taran. ‘May she guide us all.’ With those words, he heeled his horse forward, leading his brethren toward the final chapter of a history that he knew would be written in blood.

***


Chapter XIII










Maya stole a quick glance over her shoulder to see Xander stumble backwards before the relentless surge of green-eyed men and women, hells-bent on killing or capturing them.

Three arrows found their mark, felling the leaders of the pack as Maya’s bow sang a deadly tune. As those following tripped or were hindered by the falling bodies, Xander seized the opportunity to break free, and on they ran through the shadows again.

‘I’m down to six arrows,’ Maya gasped as they twisted and turned through the labyrinth, darting from one pool of light to the next, narrowly ahead of their pursuers.

‘DEAD END,’ she hissed as they rounded a corner to face a barrier of metal bars. Frantically, they backtracked, crashing through the ice as they sprinted, and almost made it back to the previous intersection before the foremost pursuers caught them again.

Xander didn’t hesitate and used his strength to literally barge them aside, allowing Maya to slip through the gap and into a different tunnel.

‘Go. Go!’ she shouted, and Xander wrenched himself free from clasping hands as the silent mob gave chase again.

Xander was gasping as they ran, and Maya slowed the pace. It didn’t seem to matter how many they killed; their pursuers never gave up. Xander was doused in blood, his forearms a mass of scratches. Fortunately, most of their pursuers were unarmed, and this was the only reason they’d remained mostly unscathed for so long.

Yet this hellish fight for survival couldn’t go on indefinitely. They’d been running and fighting for hours already, and now Xander was reaching the end of his stamina.

They reached another intersection and ran into another green-eyed swarm.

Xander was armed with two daggers, his and Maya’s. His longsword stayed sheathed, being near useless in the confined tunnels, whereas the dagger was perfect for vicious, close-quarter fighting, and he put them to horrific use.

Four men fell in half as many heartbeats. Unarmed and unarmoured, they stood no chance, yet that didn’t stop those behind from trying to grab hold of Xander; their weight of numbers a deadly threat in itself.

Xander turned to disengage when a hand from one of the fallen grasped his ankle, tripping him. Men and women leapt to pin him down, and he roared in fear and frustration as he tried to regain his feet while struggling under their weight.

Maya’s bow sang, flinging back those filling the tunnel behind Xander as he twisted, stabbed, and kicked in a frenzy amidst the filth on the ground. Maya dropped her bow, drew her sword, and thrust desperately into the flood of inhumanity filling the corridor, giving Xander a few desperately needed seconds.

It was horrific.

Those Maya slew died without emotion, only to be replaced moments later by other green-eyed civilians, hands reaching as they lunged forward, slipping and sliding on the ice and filth in the narrow tunnel.

Maya was driven back, but Xander, having killed his assailants, regained his feet, and they turned and ran. Maya left her bow in the muck, as with no arrows left, it was just a burden.

‘I dropped a dagger,’ Xander gasped, frustrated. ‘If you’d helped earlier, I’d still have it!’

Maya ignored his criticism and cast a worried gaze over her son. He was filthy, bleeding, and now limping, his usual confident gait hindered by an injury he was trying to disguise.

‘I think we should try and climb out onto the streets,’ she suggested. ‘Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a quiet road.’

Xander cast a worried glance behind before answering.

‘We’d be surrounded. At least down here, those things are constrained by the width of the tunnels.’

A crunch from up ahead caught their attention and in the circle of light shed by a grating, a green-eyed man stood. A moment later, another, then another leapt down from the street above to join him.

Xander barrelled them over, but more jumped down as they ran past.

‘There are more ahead!’ Maya cried, pulling Xander into a side tunnel. It was smaller than the ones that ran beneath the main streets, and Xander had to stoop to make his way along.

Snow and rubbish that had fallen through the gratings slowed their progress, and soon the grasping hands came perilously close.

‘We can’t carry on like this,’ Xander moaned.

‘Do you have any ideas?’

‘We climb out onto the street and take our chances!’

Maya snorted, appreciating the irony of her proposal being repeated back at her.

‘There’s a grate up ahead. Let’s do it!’ Maya said, surging forward.

She reached the pool of light, relieved to find no green-eyed denizens immediately above, although several were nearby.

Her hopes soared briefly, but the frozen metal bars resisted her efforts.

‘Next one!’ she said, undeterred. ‘You get ahead, get out, and haul me up!’

Xander squeezed past her, while Maya began the grisly job of slowing their pursuers. They filled the tunnel for as far as she could see, but it was so narrow that only one at a time could come at her.

Every time she killed one, it briefly obstructed those behind, allowing her to back away, step by horrid step. Each time she stamped hard through the ice, knowing that a slip would be fatal.

Grunts of exertion sounded behind her.

‘It’s frozen solid. I can’t … open … it!’ Xander exclaimed, panic evident.

‘Just move to the next one!’ Maya urged. ‘We’ll find one soon enough!’

‘We can’t, Mother!’

‘Why not?’

Maya glanced around, her heart sinking. Beyond Xander, the tunnel was blocked by an approaching green-eyed horde.

‘Lunastra, give us strength!’ Maya prayed as she and Xander stood back to back. But she knew it wouldn’t be enough, they were trapped.

***

Taran kept his head down, and the cowl of his hood pulled close around his face as he rode his mount slowly along Freemantle’s northern trade road.

Blaze plodded next to him, keeping time, but Taran could tell Xander’s mount had as much pent-up energy waiting to be released as he did.

He’d saddled Blaze, using the tack from one of the spare mounts, but neither horse bore saddlebags or anything else to burden them.

Workers toiled slowly in the frozen fields, barely casting a glance his way, their green eyes fixed on the task before them. Ahead, an ox pulled a wagon, a robed figure slumped on the driver’s seat. Sheep bleated in the back, perhaps unaware or uninterested that the world around them had changed.

In fact, only the sound of animals and the creaking wheels of the cart reached Taran’s ears. The city ahead was eerily silent despite the thousands thronging the streets.

Taran risked a glance at the city as it drew closer. A temple or shrine of some kind had replaced the Royal Palace and was visible for leagues. Whereas its predecessor had shone like gold, this was black and absorbed the light, except for a pulsing green glow at its apex that lit the heavy clouds above.

How had such a structure been raised so quickly? Even if the entire population had lent their strength to building it, it should have taken years.

Every slow, plodding step of the horse was torturous. From the moment Blaze had arrived at the barn, he’d wanted to fly like the wind to find Maya and Xander, but he couldn’t afford to throw his one chance away due to impatience.

He’d forced himself to be thorough, taking his time, ensuring he didn’t forget anything. His swords were strapped crosswise across his back the hilts rising over each shoulder. A dagger hung at each hip, a rope was coiled on the saddle pommel, but other than that, his horse, like Blaze, was unencumbered except by him.

As he neared the city perimeter, he registered a line of guards spread across the main north-south avenue. Those entering or leaving the city passed quietly through their ranks without any sign of being checked.

As he’d said to Juliana, there was no way he could pass unseen, so he’d enter in plain sight. Pretend like he belonged, and perhaps even the possessed wouldn’t notice him.

The closer he got, the more people clogged the street, coming in from the fields or leaving the city. He kept his head bowed, hunched over in the saddle as much as the weapons on his back would allow.

The heartbeat of the horse beneath him thumped slowly yet powerfully, matching his own, and he felt at one with his mount and knew the feeling was reciprocal. It awaited his command and likely sensed it from their bond as much as in the shift of his muscles before he even physically gave it.

Yet he was reluctant to initiate any violence or combat. The inhabitants of Freemantle had been good people, and amongst them were many he’d have called friends after two decades of trading here. What if they weren’t beyond saving? What if there was a way to reach them?

Not once since he’d awoken alongside Maya had he missed his gift of reading. The unexpected gift of a life with her made everything else inconsequential, and yet now, he wished it were still his to command.

The guards were now no more than two dozen steps away, when suddenly, their attention turned toward him as if of one mind and they began to close ranks.

Regret flared briefly but was quashed a moment later by steely determination. Nothing would stand in his way.

Taran kicked hard into the horse’s flanks. It was necessary, for they weren’t already in combat and it needed to know these people before it were the enemy.

It didn’t hesitate.

Muscles bunched and, for a brief, heart-stopping moment, it skittered on the snowy flagstones before it gained purchase and surged forward. Blaze followed suit less than a heartbeat later.

The chargers were huge, bred for battle, and they flung aside the guards before they could draw any weapons, then they were through into the main avenue beyond.

‘Where’s Xander, Blaze? Find Xander!’

Blaze kept running, while Taran drew one of his swords. To his horror, the hundreds of civilians along the wide avenue didn’t scatter, instead, every single one ran into his path, flinging themselves at the horses.

They weren’t armed and didn’t have a chance, their broken bodies leaving a hideous trail behind them.

‘Maya! Xander!’ Taran roared above the clatter of hooves.

The temple lay directly ahead along the main avenue, and at its base, thousands of people knelt in worship, all of whom suddenly rose and began running toward him.

‘Blaze!’ Taran shouted, and thankfully, the mount slowed, sliding a little as it took a right turn into a narrower street. Taran followed, his stomach clenched. Snow-covered flagstones didn’t give the horses the best footing, and if one fell, at best it would result in a broken leg, at worst ...

Dozens more people came running to throw themselves at the horses, and Taran lay about with his sword whenever hands sought to grab his legs.

‘MAYA! XANDER!’ Taran bellowed.

A sudden movement caused Taran to instinctively flinch as a woman’s body bounced off the back of his horse. How she’d managed to leap up so high was incredible, but then as he looked ahead, his heart sank anew.

From windows and balconies, even from rooftops, people threw themselves off in a horrific attempt to bring him down. Almost all mistimed, and they just crashed down to lie unmoving on the flagstones or to flatten other people.

Taran guided his mount with knee pressure whenever it appeared one might come close, and they managed to evade the rain of bodies. Thankfully, a slightly wider street beckoned, and Blaze turned along it.

‘MAYA! XANDER!’

The chargers weren’t bred for stamina, but rather the charge, and Taran could sense them tiring. Constantly knocking aside bodies was taking its toll too, and his mount’s heartbeat became laboured.

‘MAYA! XANDER!’

Suddenly, up ahead, Blaze skidded to a halt. Within moments half a dozen people were jumping up, trying to restrain him. But, after a brief pause, he whinnied loudly, turned and galloped off, bodies falling away like autumn leaves from a tree.

Taran swung left and right, cutting a swathe as the mob closed in, and then he was free, following after.

Blaze tossed his head left and right, whinnying loudly.

‘MAYA! XANDER!’ Taran shouted with renewed hope.

Blaze turned down another small street, and Taran saw a dozen green-eyed denizens looking down through a grate in the pavement.

‘TARAN!’

His heart leapt as Maya’s voice sounded faintly.

Blaze charged into the group of people, scattering them, then continued to dance around, trampling those still moving into a bloody pulp with his hooves.

Taran leapt off his mount, which began kicking out, flinging aside those who pursued them lifeless across the street.

He ran to the grate, tossed his sword to the ground, and looked down to see Maya and Xander fighting back to back in the sewer.

Trusting the mounts to keep him safe, he knelt and gripped the bars, pulling with all his strength. He held nothing back, straining, an immovable object faced with an unrelenting force. For a heart-stopping moment, nothing happened, but then, as he refused to concede, a crack appeared, and suddenly, like a mirror breaking, the ice shattered. He tumbled backwards, the heavy grating crashing to the ground.

Jumping to his feet, he grabbed his sword and leapt into the sewer.

‘GO!’ he shouted, grabbing Maya’s shoulder, and she climbed out as Taran thrust his sword through a throat, the eyes in the emotionless face closing as the hands that reached for him fell away in the gloom..

The mound of bodies Maya had left was large enough to hinder those behind, and he knew without looking that those before Xander would be the same.

The horses whinnied frantically above.

‘Let’s go, Son,’ he shouted

Taran tossed his sword up, then leapt, pulling himself smoothly to the frozen road. Xander struggled behind, exhausted, so Taran grabbed his forearm and heaved him up as those below tried in vain to drag him back down.

Xander shook Taran’s hand angrily away, then sprang toward Blaze.

Maya was already mounted, and stilled Blaze’s frenzied kicking just long enough for Xander to leap up behind her.

Taran swept his sword up, then timed his own leap as his horse span around, kicking, fighting back the encroaching tide of possessed.

Yet even as Taran’s heart beat with relief at having finally found his family, he looked in horror along the street down which he’d come. It was narrow, and was now packed wall to wall with people, hundreds deep, surging toward them.

The horses were tired, and there was no way that they could charge through such deep, tightly packed ranks and escape.

He risked a quick glance behind to see the other direction was equally impassable.

There was no way out!

***

Juliana kept herself busy, soothing the horses in the barn. Talking to them softly in turn, scratching ears, and wrapping her arms around their necks.

Her father had been gone over three hours, but in truth she felt she’d aged by ten years, it seemed so long since he’d left.

She’d watched, as he’d ridden painfully slowly away from the barn, Blaze at his side, and for the first time in as long as she could remember, hated herself for the curse she bore.

If she were strong, they could have arrived here days ago, perhaps even before the city was taken over. She could be by her father’s side, helping. Yet in the same breath, she knew that her curse was linked to her gift, and without both, neither she, Xander, or her parents would be alive.

Her mind battled back and forth, craving the peace of meditation, but knew she could ill afford such luxury. Hard as it was to believe, she was in enemy territory.

The Freestates, and who knew where else was under the thrall of the Dark Gods, which meant nowhere would be safe forever.

Juliana took a moment to peer through the cracks in the south-facing wooden wall, ensuring, as per her father’s instructions, that the fields were empty of people.

She paused, staring into the distance at Freemantle. The sight tore at her soul. There was next to no colour whatsoever. The land was dusted in snow and frost, the light that filtered through the heavy clouds grey and depressing. Even Freemantle, which she’d heard shone like a jewel in the sunshine, now appeared to be the sickly white of bleached bones.

How long might it be before her family returned to her from its foreboding embrace? Who knew? She just knew she’d wait here if it was the last thing she ever did.

She leant against the eastern wall, staring far into the distance. Freeguard lay in that direction. The famous city where the dark forces of Daleth were defeated and where her parents’ stories became immortalised. Yet this time, walled or not, it would fall against the Dark Gods whosoever defended it.

Across the world, cities, kingdoms and empires that supposedly lay far beyond the desert lands would fall one by one until the whole world was in thrall.

Juliana smiled wryly. It seemed a familiar story, yet her parents couldn’t defeat the gods.

So, was fighting pointless?

It was an interesting and distracting train of thought. She instinctively knew the answer was that fighting against such darkness was always the right thing to do. Yet she also knew more people would die through resisting than if everyone just capitulated.

Sighing, she levered herself away from the wall. She felt slightly stronger, and needed to be. They would race back home as soon as her father returned with Xander and her mother.

Juliana peered through a crack in the north wall, saw nothing, and began moving to the west wall when something made her return. Her heart quickened as something moved amongst the trees.

She stood staring. Was it an animal? It had been large enough to be a deer, but the foliage had concealed whatever it was.

More movement, but it was a different place. Then suddenly, dozens of people moved to stand just within the treeline.

Juliana’s heartbeat quickened, and the horses shifted slightly, sensing her unease. Just because there were people didn’t make them a threat, and they were several hundred paces away.

Then, to her horror, they moved as a group from the trees, silently, with that strange listlessness like all the possessed exhibited, and headed straight for the barn.

Juliana stumbled backwards almost losing her footing.

Her father had told her what to do if this happened.

Moving to her mount, she tapped it firmly three times on the shoulder. It was well-trained, understood the signal, and slowly knelt. Maya carefully stepped into the saddle, and took the reins as the horse stood, and gently coaxed it around with her knees.

‘Come on, Jul,’ she hissed, suddenly remembering to strap herself into the saddle and quickly bound the leather ties, precious seconds ticking by.

All the horses were untethered, and as she’d guided her mount to the barn door, they all followed without hesitation.

Even now, she could hear the crump of steady footsteps approaching the barn.

‘Gods, no!’ she moaned, realising she couldn’t reach the latch on the barn door. It was a sturdy bar that could be slid from both inside and out, and she’d forgotten it!

Her fingers shook as she untied the straps and jumped off the horse. Thankfully, she stayed upright and threw the locking bar back … only for the door to be pulled open from the other side.

She fumbled for her dagger, knowing she wouldn’t be able to mount and escape in time. Figures filled the doorway, and hands reached for her as she backed away into the darkness of the barn.

***

‘VISORS!’

Shinsen’s yell was echoed across the rolling plain by hundreds of voices, the command passing through the ranks almost as quickly as the trepidation that had preceded it.

Part of him was glad today was the day. The waiting had gnawed away at his faith and weakened his resolve, and he wasn’t alone.

Yet, as Taysen had pointed out almost every night as they gathered around the fires. Where was the strength or point in faith unless it was tested?

He needed to believe. If he and his brethren had to die so that the Dark Gods could be defeated, then so be it, and he was going to die. Then again …

The four giant figures that had settled ahead of them on the plain, having dropped from the sky on bat-like wings, had initially filled him with dread. They bore huge weapons, and there was no denying those weapons were deadly and ill-fated, for they each held a glowing gem that pulsed a sickly green.

Yet, as the six thousand knights formed into a wedge formation with him at its point, his nerves settled, and confidence returned. The creatures hadn’t stayed airborne, impervious to the charge, nor had they split the land asunder with some kind of power. Instead, they stood silently, waiting.

They were all over twice the height of a human, yet mounted on his charger, they didn’t seem quite so invulnerable, just hideous to behold.

One was bulbous, with short arms and legs in comparison to its bulging belly. How it managed to fly was beyond comprehension. One had four arms, another appeared to be covered in weeping sores, and the final one had breasts that almost hung to its knees. As for their faces, they were hideously asymmetrical, with twisted mouths and offset eyes.

Shinsen licked his lips. ‘They’re an ugly-looking bunch of bastards!’ he called out, and laughter rippled through the ranks.

‘I’d rather be a handsome mortal than an ugly god!’ someone else shouted!

More laughter followed, and others took up the line of jest. Soon all the fear fell away, and Shinsen latched upon a different thought.

Perhaps his destiny wasn’t to die today after all. Perhaps Lunastra wanted him to visit the blood moon on these trespassers and wanted to give her beloved Horselords the honour.

Yes! Despite giving Juliana that warning, this was a test of their faith in the darkest of hours.

Shinsen drew a deep breath, turned his mount, and stood in his stirrups.

‘My brothers and sisters!’ he yelled. ‘Today is the greatest of days. Today we will deliver the blood moon to honour our goddess. We will NOT fail.’ He lifted his heavy lance about his head. ‘FOR HONOUR!’

‘FOR GLORY!’ Thousands of voices yelled back.

Shinsen settled into his saddle, lowered his own visor, and then wheeled his horse with some gentle knee pressure to face the four behemoths.

The feeling of being completely encased in metal was reassuring, the weight of his lance comforting. His mount shifted beneath him, as eager as he was, sensing what was to come.

‘The walk, if you please,’ Shinsen called loudly without turning.

A single note sounded, and as one, the wedge began to move.

The jingle of harness was sweet music to Shinsen’s ears, the smell of sweat, leather, and steel a heady combination.

‘The trot!’

After a lifetime in the saddle, he felt at one with his horse. Its heart beat in perfect time with his own, and he unconsciously shifted his weight to maintain perfect balance and poise. He glanced left and right, experiencing a surge of love and pride at the symmetry his knights maintained.

The charge of the Horselords was so well practised. There would be no tactics employed in this battle, not like when Daleth had been defeated. They would fight the old way and win the old way.

‘The canter!’

He firmed his grip on the haft of his lance. Against such mighty foes, there could be no better weapon. It felt light in his hand, an extension of his body. Despite his age, he was the consummate knight, and to this day, only one person had ever bested him in the joust.

Taran.

If only his old friend could be here to share this moment.

Surprisingly, the four Dark Gods made no effort to ready themselves, standing where they’d landed. They would regret their hubris, and it would be a painfully short, bloody lesson.

‘THE CHARGE!’ he roared, then heeled his mount forward as soon as the horn blew despite it already responding.

He lowered his lance, noting as he did, that the Dark Gods raised their weapons, the gems glowing painfully bright. Fortunately, with every rise and fall of the horse galloping beneath him, the bars in his helm shielded his eyes.

Words whispered in his mind, but with every jolt, they disappeared before starting again, this time almost frantically.

Shinsen leant forward, the lance haft tucked in close, the tip unwavering, aimed at the bulbous body growing ever larger in front of him. Against an unarmoured opponent, the heavy point would punch through flesh as easily as it cut through the air.

Then suddenly, his lance struck home.

He had to let it go; there was no way he could hold onto the heavy weapon as it penetrated just above the groin and exited from his target’s back.

The resulting roar of agony was music to Shinsen’s ears, and he found himself laughing and crying both at once as relief washed over him.

Glancing to left and right, he exulted in finding the wedge intact, no sign of any ragged gaps in its ranks.

He wheeled the wedge around to face back along the avenue of trampled grass to see no more than two dozen horses standing over their riders and the bodies of the four Dark Gods lying still on the grass.

Cheers rose in the ranks, Shinsen’s as loud as any, but then it died in his throat, as on the ground, those giant figures began to stir.

‘THE TROT,’ he yelled in disbelief, bypassing the order to walk, knowing he couldn’t waste any time.

The horn peeled out, followed by the scrape of swords clearing scabbards as those without lances readied themselves. The ragged wedge straightened, iron discipline reasserting itself as all jubilance faded away.

Shinsen’s long sword felt insignificant in his hand.

‘The canter!’

They were closer, less time to prepare, and the Dark Gods had already regained their feet.

‘CHARGE!’

The thunder of hooves was deafening, adding to the crash of his beating heart.

Again the Dark Gods raised their weapons, the gems glowing, and again, Shinsen lowered his head, the visor protecting him from the glare.

He swung, his sword cutting deep into the black flesh of a dark thigh as he thundered past, yet there was no jubilance this time as he wheeled the wedge around, just a desperate hope.

This time, the Dark Gods were back on their feet almost immediately. Around them were maybe two hundred knights, still mounted, yet they weren’t engaged in combat. Shinsen watched in disbelief as they formed a small wedge.

Without a sound, they drew swords and waited.

How could this be happening?

The Dark Gods raised their weapons, and the gems glowed again, drawing his gaze.

Suddenly Shinsen’s stomach lurched as the whispers in his head grew louder. Through sheer force of will, he managed to cover his eyes.

‘DON’T LOOK INTO THE LIGHT,’ he roared, realising its danger, praying others understood it too. ‘SOUND THE CHARGE!’

He readied himself, but there was no call.

‘SOUND THE CHARGE!’ he roared again, turning around, yet as he did so, he was hit hard from the side and fell from the saddle.

As he lay there, stunned, curses and shouting filtered through the ringing in his ears accompanied by the clang of metal and disturbed whinnying of nearby horses.

He struggled against the disorientation, managed to stand, and thrust away another knight to give himself space to remount. Yet as he reached for the saddle horn, he was grabbed and wrestled away.

‘Let go of me!’ he roared.

But his arms were held firmly, his sword torn from his grasp, and a knight with a glowing green eye wrestled Shinsen’s helm away.

‘Don’t do this, Brothers!’ Shinsen shouted.

Yet it was to no avail.

He was pulled around to face the Dark Gods, but lowered his head, clenching his eyes shut.

Gauntleted hands grasped his chin, forcing his head up, and fingers pulled on his eyelids.

‘Please. Just kill me!’ Shinsen yelled, but green light filtered through, and the whispers began.

‘Forgive me!’ he tried to cry, but the words only echoed in his head, and the horror of possession began.

***

‘FOLLOW ME!’ Maya yelled, and urged Blaze toward the large windows of an adjacent tailor’s shop, having seized upon the only possible way out.

‘Mother!’ Xander screamed. It was too late to take control of Blaze with his gift, and he quickly leant low behind her as broken glass exploded around them.

Taran didn’t hesitate and wheeled his horse to follow as hands reached up to grab him. He chopped down left and right as his mount followed Maya’s, the horde surging after them.

He ducked as his horse leapt over the window sill and saw Blaze struggling up some steps at the back of the shop.

‘YAH,’ Taran shouted, urging his horse forward, reaching out to pull a large rack with piles of cloth and garments crashing down behind.

He risked a quick glance over his shoulder to see a swarm of green-eyed people clambering through and urged his horse up the stairs after Blaze.

It was narrow and thus slow going. Hands grabbed at his mount’s tail as the possessed leapt up to reach him. He didn’t even need to give the order, and his horse bucked, its rear hooves knocking them back, broken and bleeding.

‘Come on, boy!’ Taran urged, turning his horse up the next flight of stairs. He thrust his sword into the face of a man scrambling over the bannisters and flicked the reins urging his horse to more speed.

Reaching the landing, he saw Blaze disappearing around a corner at the end of a long passage with bodies bleeding and trampled along it. He urged his horse into a short canter as a door ahead to the left opened.

Two men ran out, yet he just rode them down, wincing as they smashed back into the walls as his charger brushed them aside.

As he rounded the next corner in the passage, the corridor behind was full of chasing people.

‘Buy us some time,’ Maya shouted from up ahead.

The corridor was narrow, his boots almost brushing the walls, so he reined back his horse, allowing the tide to catch up, then signalled his horse to kick out.

Skulls were crushed, chests caved in, and bones broken as the iron shod hooves snapped backwards. Despite the horror of their injuries, not a single cry or shout of agony left the lips of those who fell.

It was awful. These people had been, up until a short while ago, simple citizens, and without any training, they were throwing themselves to be slaughtered without any apparent choice.

Taran could feel his horse labouring beneath him and its flanks were becoming lathered.

‘Let’s go!’

Maya’s voice carried to him, and with a flick of the reins, his horse sped along the corridor, the wooden flooring splintering beneath its pounding hooves.

He turned another corner to see daylight through a set of open double doors at the end of the passage. A chamber beyond led to a large balcony with an intricate stone balustrade. Facing it, across a street was another balcony.

Yet there was no sign of Maya.

He looked around, had he missed a stairwell?

Then she and Xander appeared on Blaze’s back, in the gloom of the room on the opposite side of the street.

‘YAH!’

This was insane.

He urged his horse into a gallop along the short corridor.

Maya and Xander were waving frantically but he’d already seen them and focused on the jump. It seemed impossibly far, and the doorway on the double balcony doors on the other side, whilst wide, seemed way too low for a rider to fit under. Yet they’d made it, and so would he.

His mount, trusting in him, didn’t miss a stride as it pounded onto the balcony and leapt over the balustrade.

There was a moment of serenity until, halfway across, Taran realised with horror that the approaching door frame was too low. He flung himself from the saddle just in time as the horse landed. He clipped the stone balustrade, rolled painfully, then staggered to his feet, dazed but exhilarated.

His horse returned to nuzzle him, and he quickly mounted to see Maya and Xander staring at him, open-mouthed.

‘A-are you absolutely crazy!’ Maya spluttered. ‘Why didn’t you take the steps?’

‘What?’ Taran, looked briefly back over his shoulder in confusion to see what she was talking about. ‘Gods!’ he muttered, when what he’d done sank in. Yet as the green-eyed horde began pouring down the steps he’d missed, he followed Maya and Xander as they urged Blaze down a spiral staircase to a large circular foyer decorated with sculptures, paintings, couches, and stained windows.

Xander had changed places with Maya, and Blaze wheeled around under his silent command, kicking backwards, flinging the doors that led out to the street, open wide.

Moments later they were out on a main avenue.

‘Which way?’ Maya shouted.

Taran took a quick look at the sky. It was grey, but there was enough light to cast shadows, and thus orientated, he heeled his horse northward into a canter.

Blaze drew abreast, and Taran looked across to see Maya’s face grimly determined as she hacked down as people ran to intercept, while Xander’s face was as white as a sheet.

‘What’s wrong, Son? Are you injured?’ Taran shouted.

‘It’s Blaze!’ Xander cried. ‘He can’t take much more!’

Taran could feel the heart of his own horse beating faster than it had any right to, and their momentum was definitely diminishing. Blaze was now carrying two adults, and however mighty a beast it was, it was beginning to flag too. Foam spilled from its mouth and its flanks were covered in a thick sweat.

Taran’s sword arm ached as he hacked away as the possessed grabbed at his legs. People ran from left and right swarming out of side streets and houses as they made their way down the long main avenue.

‘Look!’ Maya shouted, her clear voice carrying over the clatter of hooves. ‘The town guard!’

Maya’s keen eyesight had picked out the danger a good five seconds before Taran recognised the line of guardsmen spread across the avenue, five ranks deep. They didn’t have spears, but in the exhausted state the horses were in, they wouldn’t need them.

‘We should barricade ourselves in one of these houses,’ Xander shouted, verging on panic.

Taran looked across at Maya, and their eyes met. After all these years no words were necessary, their love was such a tangible thing.

‘If we stay here, we die. We have to break through’ Taran shouted firmly. ‘Charging the line is our only chance!’

Yet as they got closer, the drawn swords and implacable, silent line made him wonder if Xander’s idea wasn’t so flawed. As he looked over his shoulder, the hundreds of people chasing behind gave weight to his decision. It was now or never.

‘Ready?’ he shouted.

Maya managed a grim nod as her sword took the hand of a leaping woman. Xander said nothing.

Taran leant forward.

‘One more charge, my friend. Get us through this, and we’ll be into those hills and away!’

‘YAH!’

It took several seconds for his mount to respond, yet it did. Muscle bunched as it sprang forward, crashing into the line. Swords swung, and his mount whinnied in pain and shock as it pushed its way through regardless. It wore no armour and the swords bit deep, and just as it cleared the final rank, it pitched forward, its mighty heart giving out.

Taran rolled away, aware of Blaze crashing through the gap, bleeding heavily from half a dozen deep wounds. With swords in hand, Taran ran after, following Blaze at a ragged sprint.

He knew his pursuers weren’t far behind him. The town guards wore armour that slowed them, but they were fresh. Taran’s legs were tired, and his breath came in gasps.

‘Bear right!’ Taran shouted, spying the barn in the distance where Julia hid.

Xander guided Blaze off the road whilst up ahead, a dozen people heading for Freemantle turned their green eyes toward them and left their wagon and belongings to give chase.

The incline up the hill was gentle but punishing. Sweat dripped into Taran’s eyes, and for once, he was grateful for the chill air.

He slipped a couple of times on the frozen ground, but was up again immediately, knowing he couldn’t afford to stop for a second.

Surprisingly he was gaining on Blaze, and as he drew close, the mighty horse slowed, then dropped to its knees.

‘BLAZE. Get up!’ Xander screamed as he and Maya leapt from its back. He knelt to wrap his arms around Blaze’s neck as the horse whickered softly in his embrace.

Blaze was finished. The mighty horse wheezed painfully, unable to rise.

Taran quickly counted. Fifty town guards were still giving pursuit, and as many city folk, plus the people from the road were just behind them. In the distance, hundreds more slowly dispersed back into the city knowing the chase was as good as over.

‘Get Xander moving!’ Taran shouted breathlessly at Maya, turning to face their pursuers as the forerunners closed in.

He parried a flashing blade with his left sword, then lanced his right into the groin of his armoured attacker. He ducked under a horizontal cut, then took a foot off at the ankle from another guard who’d attacked him. He backed away, dealing death with almost every step. Yet however many he killed, more came forward, undeterred. He was so tired but there was no respite.

‘Let’s go!’ Maya shouted, and Taran turned and ran.

Xander had somehow got Blaze to his feet again, and he was dragging the horse reluctantly up the slope. Maya was urging him to let go, but he wasn’t listening.

Taran caught up and reached out to take Xander’s arm.

‘You need to leave Blaze. Come on!’

‘Get your hands OFF ME!’ Xander screamed, snatching his arm away as he refused to give up on his mount.

The three of them were already on their last legs. Even Maya, who had almost unlimited stamina was dragging her feet, barely able to lift her sword. Even if they left Blaze behind, they couldn’t escape.

Still, they didn’t give up and for another ten painful minutes, stayed ahead of their pursuers until, at last, Xander dropped to his knees.

Taran looked behind at the closing swarm of possessed, then up the hill toward the barn where he’d left Juliana.

‘Lunastra, look after our beloved daughter,’ he prayed, but knew it would go unanswered.

Then, to make matters worse, another swarm of men and women appeared over a hillock just in front of him.

It was time to die.

***


Chapter XIV










‘Are you going to just stand there staring, or are you going to bloody help!’ Rakan grumbled as he jogged past Taran, raising his bushy eyebrows in mock despair. ‘Juliana’s safe don’t worry,’ he called over his shoulder.

The look on Maya and Taran’s faces was priceless, but Xander was too lost in misery to even notice him. He could see the reason why. The boy’s beloved horse looked in a terrible way.

He wanted to stop and embrace his family, more now than ever before, but that would have to wait. There was killing to be done, and there was no certainty that they’d win the day.

Whilst Dristin could be counted on, the eighty townsfolk who accompanied were another matter. They might be brave enough to run down the hill with their wooden spears, but that bravery might flee the instant people started screaming as their guts spilt out.

‘It’s the Lady Maya,’ someone shouted. ‘Lord Taran!’ another voice exclaimed.

Rakan grinned.

His rag-tag mob wouldn’t break now.

A frown replaced the grin as the green-eyed guards advancing up the hill formed a solid line with a bunch of green-eyed civilians backing them up. Wooden spears against a cohesive force wasn’t going to end well even with Taran, Xander and Maya backing him up … and where were they?

‘FATHER. NO!’

The approaching enemy were still a dozen steps away, so he risked a glance over his shoulder to see Xander running down the hill after Taran with Maya just behind.

‘FATHER!’

Again, the desperate, anguished cry.

‘STAND ASIDE!’ Taran roared.

The pounding of hooves and the command in Taran’s voice had his peasant force split apart just in time.

Blaze galloped unsteadily by, Taran frantically urging him on. The horse’s eyes were wide, bloody foam flew, and its head tossed around. It was crazed with pain, fear and exhaustion, yet had somehow responded at the last.

‘Charge!’ yelled Rakan, beckoning to those behind him, and pounded after Taran. Even as he did so, Xander pushed roughly past, his face mottled with rage.

Blaze hit the line a dozen paces ahead, and Taran leapt. Swords flashed out, and the horse fell almost instantly, bowling over a dozen guardsmen and shattering the thin line.

Taran had regained his feet and attacked from behind, as Rakan, tore into the breach with Dristin, Xander, and Maya close behind.

Screams rose as iron swords bit into the flesh of the untrained townsfolk who bravely began stabbing at the guardsmen with their wooden spears.

Rakan fought with efficiency, not spinning or twisting, worried that at any moment his back might spasm again.

He caught sight of Xander fighting like a berserker with no thought to himself. His anguish gave him a strength that wouldn’t last, yet, while it did, he cut a swathe through the guards’ ranks.

Maya stayed close to her son, covering his back and deflecting blows that would have otherwise taken his life as he fought with wild abandon.

Dristin was off to the right, fighting with quiet efficiency, instilling strength in those around him.

Rakan turned his attention back to the guardsman in front of him, parried a lunge, sidestepped an overhead cut, jammed his dagger into the man’s throat then ducked another sword cut aimed at his head.

Another sword glanced painfully off his shoulder, and he turned, only for a wooden spear to punch through his attacker’s temple.

‘Now we’re even!’ Lehlar cried.

He smiled at his saviour, only to watch in horror as a sword thrust took her deep in the armpit. The guardsman struggled to free his sword as Lehlar collapsed, so Rakan stabbed the tip of his sword crunching through the man’s eye socket.

A quick glance showed him Lehlar unmoving and lifeless, and with a curse, he moved on.

All around, there was screaming, shouting and crying, but while there was noise, there was hope. Only those free of the Dark Gods' thrall made noise. Something hit him above the right eye, and blood coursed down as he staggered back half-blind.

His next opponent took advantage, and he only half-parried the thrust. The sword sliced open the skin above his hip.

‘Bastard!’ Rakan hissed, gritting his teeth against the pain, wiping blood away from his eye with little success.

His opponent lunged, but this time slipped on the frozen ground, and Rakan’s sword drove through the back of his exposed neck. He turned to face his next opponent, only to discover she held no weapon.

Her hands reached out for his throat as Rakan backed away. It didn’t sit well with him to kill an unarmed woman, but she would never give up, or any of the others, if left alive.

The next few minutes were a grisly, one-sided slaughter. Many of those who’d survived had replaced their wooden weapons with the fallen guards’ swords, and the unarmed possessed didn’t stand a chance.

Suddenly, there was no one left standing to kill.

He looked around in dismay, breathing heavily.

Of the eighty he’d led down the hill, no more than fifteen remained. Across the ground, bodies lay twisted and broken, the red blood a terrible contrast to the white frosting on which it had splashed or pooled.

Yet despite the carnage, something made Rakan smile.

Taran and Maya were holding each other close. It wasn’t the time, nor the place, yet at the same time, it couldn’t have been more perfect.

Beyond them, Xander stalked forward, splashed from head to toe in blood, his sword gripped tightly.

‘Kill any of the possessed who are wounded,’ Rakan croaked to the survivors, his mouth suddenly dry as he recognised the darkness in Xander’s eyes.

Xander drew his sword back.

‘TARAN!’ Rakan shouted.

His son didn’t hesitate, responding to the warning tone, and threw Maya one way as he spun the other.

Rakan watched in disbelief as Xander’s blade sank into Taran’s side.

‘XANDER!’ Maya screamed as Taran staggered back.

Rakan ran toward Taran, his legs weak, and chest tight.

Taran lifted his hand.

‘Stay back, my princess. I’m fine. Rakan, it’s barely a scratch, honestly!’ He gave them a quick reassuring smile, and Rakan let out a huge sigh of relief.

Taran turned his attention back to Xander, who stalked around him like a wolf.

‘What is it, Son?’ Taran said, his sword held loosely, his other hand pressed to his wound.

‘YOU KILLED BLAZE!’ Xander sobbed.

‘He was already dying, Xander.

‘You killed him!’

Xander swung a wild horizontal sweep, yet Taran just took a step back, and the blade hissed by a hairsbreadth from his chest.

‘My only friend in this world, and YOU killed him!’

Xander swung in a fury, charging forward, and Taran slipped under the swing, stepping to one side, and Xander stumbled past.

‘I didn’t kill him, Xander. The Dark Gods killed him. The town guard killed him. Not me!’

Rakan, despite all the killing, felt his heart wrenched by what he was witnessing. Xander attacked again, lunging, cutting, and even attempting to punch his father, sobbing uncontrollably all the while.

Taran just ducked, stepped or spun out of the way, never once attempting to land a blow.

‘It’s alright, Son,’ he said. ‘It’s alright to be upset. Just know that I love you. I love you,’ and he opened his arms.

Xander lunged straight for his stomach, and Taran twisted away from the blow, but this time stepped forward, dropped his sword, and wrapped his arms tightly around Xander, pinning his arms to his side.

Maya came forward and held them both, and Xander broke down, sobbing in their embrace. Maya looked at Taran as she gently tugged Xander’s sword free from his grasp.

Xander shrugged free, his head low.

‘Come, Xander,’ said Taran. ‘Let’s not keep your sister waiting, she’s sheltering in the barn just up the hill. Rakan?’

‘Yes, Son?’

‘Join us quickly, we need to get moving as soon we can!’

Rakan nodded as he looked around. Dristin stood watching a dozen steps away, unscathed but obviously exhausted. There were some walking wounded and those who’d never walk again. The city was too close for comfort, and although there was no sign of a further force heading their way, he’d have to make some tough and quick choices. But his family was safe, and for the first time in weeks, he felt something approaching hope.

‘I’ll be right with you!’ he said, then grimaced as he thrust his sword through a guardsman’s chest who twitched at his feet.

***

Maya finished tying off the last bandage on a wounded woman’s arm and smiled briefly at Juliana, who knelt nearby, attending to a gash on a man’s leg as best she could.

‘I will be back to check on you later, Arya,’ she said softly to her patient as she stood with a worried smile and turned to find Taran leaning against a nearby wooden beam watching her.

He looked pale as a ghost, and she could tell from how he held himself that he was in pain from his wound.

‘You are supposed to be lying down, resting!’ she scolded him.

‘What can I say? I missed you!’

‘Let me see it,’ she said.

‘You only bound it an hour ago,’ Taran laughed, although he winced as he did so. ‘I can’t believe I forgot to pack a needle and thread.’

Maya lifted his shirt up.

‘It’s not bleeding through the bindings, but I think we should get a fire going and cauterise the wound!’

Taran wagged his forefinger.

‘Smoke will draw the possessed like flies to dead meat. You already did a good job. Take another look in the morning if you must!’

‘Oh, I must!’

She held his hand lightly in hers.

‘My prince. Have I even thanked you for rescuing me yet?’

Taran smiled. They’d never stopped using their affectionate terms for one another, even though she was a queen, and he’d never tire of hearing those two words.

‘No, my princess. I’m still waiting for my reward.’

Maya laughed softly as she moved closer, almost shyly.

‘I prayed for Lunastra to help me. Yet I should have known you’d be there. Or perhaps, it was she who sent you. Either way, my life is yours.’

‘As my life is yours.’

Taran reached out and carefully pulled Maya close. Her head nestled into his chest, and his hand unconsciously made its way up her back to gently fuss her neck. For a moment, everyone else disappeared, and it was just the two of them.

Maya tilted her head back and received a warm, loving kiss that had butterflies playing havoc with her stomach. Then, all of a sudden, Taran gasped, and grabbed a beam, moaning.

Maya took his elbow, offering support, looking with concern at the sweat beading on his forehead.

‘I’m alright,’ Taran gasped. ‘I won’t deny it hurts, but I’ve received far worse wounds.’

‘Never one from Xander, though,’ Maya sniffed, tears brimming in her eyes.

‘Truly. That’s what hurts the most. Yet we both know it’s his curse. Because of that, I don’t hold him at fault. He’s up in the loft. Rakan has tried to talk to him, but he’s uncommunicative. On the morrow, everything will be alright. He’ll be back to his usual self.‘

He pulled a mischievous grin, albeit one tinged with pain.

‘And what is that silly grin supposed to do? Reassure me?’

‘No. I was just remembering.’

‘Pray tell?’

‘The first time we met. I think my words to you were …’

‘Why does it smell like a bear crapped on you?’ Maya finished the sentence and then smiled, embarrassed. ‘I guess I smell worse than that now then?’

‘Why do you think I look in pain?’ Taran sniffed.

Maya laughed softly before her demeanour turned serious.

‘Let’s get you sitting down, and don’t you dare argue! I have a thousand questions to ask.’

‘As have I. But after you!’

‘What’s going on, and what brought you and Juliana here? I’ve so many questions burning in my mind, but I had to see to the wounded. Now though, I need to know everything!’

Taran put his arm around Maya’s shoulders, and he breathed a sigh of relief as she helped take his weight.

‘Beyond coming to find you, there’s so much to tell, and it’s worse than you can possibly imagine! Juliana is best placed to explain. Let’s gather the others and join Rakan in the corner. Maybe Xander will join us. The sooner he feels included again, the better.’

‘He kept me alive, Taran. You should have seen him protect me. He was magnificent. He takes after you. But what he did earlier after Blaze died … ’

‘Hush. It was nothing,’ Taran reassured her. ‘I’ll be sure to tell him how proud I am that he kept you safe.’

Taran beckoned to Juliana, who, having finished with the wounded, was hovering nearby, and together they went to join Rakan in the corner of the barn.

Maya helped settle Taran onto a hay bale.

As he sat, Taran gasped, and he held Maya’s hand hard until the pain receded.

‘Go get our son,’ he whispered. ‘Then we can talk!’

Rakan sat holding a boy while gently patting his back. The youngster didn’t make a sound, yet his body shook with emotion. Rakan’s eyes were red, and he wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

‘His … adoptive mother died out there!’ he said softly, looking up at Taran. ‘But I’m more worried about you. How are you, Son? I’ve seen healthier-looking corpses!’

‘I’ve had better days, but I’ve had worse too!’

Rakan chuckled.

‘Indeed you have. But Maya was there with her gift to help you through the worst ones. You need to rest!’

Juliana hugged his arm.

‘I’m worried for you, Father. I can’t believe someone managed to wound you.’

‘Don’t be, Jul. It’s just a bad scratch, and I don’t even remember when it happened!’

Maya came over and sat on the hay bale with Taran and Juliana. She shook her head sadly in response to Taran’s unspoken question.

‘It’s been so long since we’ve all been together, and …’ Maya paused midsentence. ‘Rakan. Where’s Dafne?’

Rakan grimaced, shaking his head.

‘Dafne passed to the next life. She somehow knew her time was up, and that’s why she insisted we travel to the Eyre. I had no idea until we got there. She was a proud and very private person, as you know!’

‘Gods, Father!’ Taran moaned. ‘She was such a strong and good woman. I had no idea. Nor did any of us. How are you coping?’

‘Better than you’d appreciate. I’m closer to her now than I ever was. I miss her, but I’m also … at peace.’

‘Oh, Rakan!’ Maya said, kneeling to hold his hand. Her eyes brimmed with barely restrained tears. ‘She was such a beautiful and kind soul. She always had time for everyone.’

‘That she was, lass. That she was. As sharp as honed steel but as gentle as a faun.’

Juliana’s tears ran unchecked down her cheeks.

‘I’ll miss her, Grandfather. She was perfect for you in every way.’

‘Thank you,’ Rakan nodded gratefully. ‘Yet I’m rather grateful she wasn’t alive to see what happened to her homelands!’

‘What do you mean?’ Taran asked, closing his eyes for a moment.

‘The Eyre was attacked whilst I was there, and it’s my belief that it’s fully conquered by now.’

‘The Eyre has fallen?’ Juliana gasped in disbelief.

Rakan nodded, his visage sombre.

‘Don’t think me mad when I tell you this,’ he continued, ‘but it was attacked by Dark Gods …’

‘With green eyes and gems on their weapons?’ Maya offered.

‘Yes, exactly as you say!’ Rakan sighed. ‘It happened soon after Dafne’s funeral. They were nigh on invincible, and those they didn’t kill, they … possessed. My new friend, Dristin, witnessed their actual summoning when he and a group of hunters went to … well, you’ll never guess where.’

‘Kingshold,’ Juliana stated.

Rakan looked surprised, and he unconsciously soothed Aytern, who shook in his arms.

‘How do you know?’

‘It’s a long story. But the short version is I can now spirit travel and was drawn there. I was confronted by a Dark God, but before he could kill me, Lunastra came to my aid!’

‘Lunastra!’ Maya gasped in astonishment. ‘Hence the mark of the blood moon.’ She gently brushed Juliana’s unkempt hair back to reveal the symbol. ‘Our goddess is with us in our time of need!’

‘No, Mother. She showed me what has been and told me what will come to be. This is the end times, there’s no hope. Upon learning this, Father and I decided to find you as soon as we could.’

‘What exactly did Lunastra share with you?’ Maya pressed.

Juliana frowned, concentrating briefly.

‘She said. Whilst I’m absent from your world, I cannot directly interfere or instruct. I can only tell you this. The Dark Gods have been summoned. Once they gather their strength, they’ll spread across this world like a plague, killing or enslaving everyone in their path. If you flee, you will die, if you fight, you will die. Humanity alone cannot stop them. The end of days is upon you!’

Silence followed Juliana’s recital. It was final, offering no hope whatsoever. Maya sat there, her mouth silently repeating Juliana’s words.

‘So according to our goddess, we’re all going to die or become green-eyed slaves.’ Rakan sighed. ‘Not a great choice. So what now?’

‘We head home and fight!’ Taran spoke faintly, sweat beading his brow.

‘Drink!’ Maya ordered, picking up a water skin and passing it to Taran.

Juliana nodded fiercely as he went to refuse.

He took a few sips, then drew a deep breath.

‘We have four good horses between the five of us,’ Taran said. When no one responded, he continued. ‘But if Maya and Xander take turns to ride and run, we can still make good time on the way home. First and foremost, we rejoin our people!’

‘I’m an outcast, remember!’ Xander snapped, coming over to stand next to Rakan. ‘I don’t have a people. That rag-tag bunch on the other side of the barn are as much a family to me as the Horselords are,’ he said, waving a hand dismissively at the group of dirty and bloodied refugees.

Rakan looked perplexed and raised an eyebrow but stopped short of saying anything when Maya shook her head.

‘I won’t go back home!’ Xander continued.

‘Come sit with me, Son.’ Taran smiled. ‘Your mother told me you were magnificent and saved her life! Well done. I’m proud of you!’

‘Just not as magnificent as you though, eh Father?’ Xander mumbled, keeping his head low, and instead sat next to Rakan.

Maya started to say something, but Taran squeezed her hand.

‘Let him be,’ he said softly.

Rakan sighed and looked apologetically at Taran, wringing his hands in an unusual display of discomfort.

‘The thing is, Son. There are more than just the five of us. What about Dristin? He’s as tough as they come and might want to come along, and then there’s this boy, Aytern. He has no one. I owe Aytern my life as much as he owes me his. I can’t just leave either of them. Then there are the other survivors who helped us too.’

‘I hear you both,’ Taran said quietly. ‘But family comes first. We must stay together and get home as fast as possible. We just don’t have enough horses to bring everyone!’

He lay his head on Maya’s shoulder, his eyes half closing. Her sense of duty to the Horselords was unswerving, and her support would be forthcoming and decisive. Then he could close his eyes and sleep.

‘Xander is right. Our destiny isn’t to return home,’ she said.

Her words filtered through his exhausted mind, bringing him wide awake again. Taran couldn’t believe it. This truly was the end of days.

***

‘Xander is right! How?’ Taran murmured, confused by pain and Maya’s comment. ‘The Horselords are our people, our family, how can you believe otherwise?’

Maya smiled, tilting her head to one side.

‘Of course, the Horselords are our family, and going home would seem the obvious choice. But, as Xander alluded to, so are these people. Nor can we forget that they helped save us alongside Rakan’s friend, Dristin.’

‘But you’re Queen of the Horselords!’ Juliana exclaimed.

Maya nodded.

‘I am. Yet, first and foremost, I’m a mother and wife, and those who matter the most to me are right here. I assume Shinsen is in charge in our absence?’

Taran didn’t answer. He was half asleep on her shoulder.

Juliana nodded.

‘Then they don’t need a queen to lead them,’ Maya said quietly. ‘For they already have a legend!’

‘Good thing Shinsen didn’t hear you say that, or his head wouldn’t fit inside his helm,’ Rakan chuckled.

Juliana shook her head, unconvinced.

‘As soon as father is fit to travel, we should head home to lead our people. We bring Dristin and the countryfolk who helped us even if it slows us down. Everyone gets what they want, and when we face the Dark Gods, it will be with six thousand knights at our side with the moonwood tree at our backs!’

‘Jul. That isn’t our path!’ Although Maya spoke softly, there was resolve in her voice. ‘I believe this is exactly where we’re meant to be!’

‘In some barn covered in crap and blood,’ Xander scoffed, interrupting.

‘Hush, Xander,’ Maya said coldly, rubbing her temple. ‘Jul has gained the power of spirit travel, received a message directly from Lunastra and now bears the mark of the blood moon! Taran came and saved me and you in Freemantle. Finally, Rakan arrived to save us in our hour of need, accompanied by Dristin, who, Rakan says, personally witnessed the Dark Gods’ arrival.’

‘Blaze rescued us in Freemantle,’ Xander muttered. ‘The rest is just coincidence!’

Maya glared, and he fell silent.

‘All of us coming together at this time and place,’ she continued, ‘are not coincidences!’

‘Do you believe Lunastra is playing a part in this?’ Juliana asked, intrigued.

‘Perhaps. But even if not, our destinies are not like most people's. Yet there’s something still missing from this puzzle.’

The barn doors opened, and Dristin ghosted in, having taken the first watch. He limped a little, but nonetheless, his movements were quick and precise. He spoke softly to two men at the entrance, and they went outside.

Maya waved to catch his attention.

He approached shyly, his head lowered and tilted slightly to one side.

‘Lady Maya,’ he said, bowing slightly. ‘It’s an honour to meet you!’

‘And ours to meet you. Would you sit with us, please?’ Maya invited. ‘A friend of Rakan’s is a friend of us all!’

‘He’s not my friend!’ Xander mumbled, but didn’t say any more as Juliana frowned at him.

‘How is Lord Taran?’ Dristin asked, concerned.

‘Just resting my eyes,’ Taran murmured with a weak smile.

Rakan offered Dristin a water skin.

‘What I wouldn’t do for some wine right now,’ the archer said, accepting the offer. ‘Not that I’m ungrateful of the water, but a good red wouldn’t go amiss on a cold night like tonight! Now, what’s the plan? Are you taking the horses, leaving us, and heading home?’

Juliana blushed and laughed softly.

‘I admit that was my first idea, but Rakan, my brother and my mother have other plans, so I’m outvoted!’

Dristin rubbed his face as he chuckled darkly.

‘Don’t feel guilty. Had I believed the Eyre survived, my thoughts would have been similar. I’d have stolen one of your horses and been halfway home by now. My last orders were to warn the Freestates of my country’s invasion, but they are now useless. So, tell me. What’s the plan? Do we run, or fight? Or indeed do both?’

‘If Juliana is to be believed. Lunastra says we die whether we run or fight,’ Xander grumbled. ‘We can’t defeat the Dark Gods!’

‘I agree,’ Dristin nodded, unperturbed. ‘My unit and I stabbed and shot the first bastard to come down through a vortex more times than I can count, and the bastard’s wounds healed as if they never were. He slaughtered everyone but me!’

‘Was that in Kingshold?’ Juliana interrupted.

‘Yes!’

Maya gently stroked Taran’s neck, willing him to fall asleep. His body shook with pain, and she turned to quickly kiss the top of his head.

‘Please explain to us what happened before then?’ she asked.

‘We had a scholar with us. Syran. He had a gift of knowledge, for want of a better way to explain it. He had a strange book, and for entertainment, we asked him to read from it. He spoke without understanding what he was saying. A twisted dark power became evident in the words, we could all feel the danger. A vortex appeared, and the temperature plummeted. He was unable to stop the incantation …’

‘Then what?’ Juliana pressed as Dristin faltered.

Dristin hung his head, looking at his palms.

‘I killed him to stop what was happening, but I was too late. This thing, Galmoth, came through the vortex. As I said before, we fought, everyone died, except me.’

A brief silence followed.

‘Does anyone have anything else to add, however insignificant,’ Taran asked.

‘When they attacked the Eyre, I killed one, so they’re not immortal!’ Rakan said. ‘Is that significant enough?’

‘Of course you did, Grandfather,’ Xander scoffed. ‘Then you woke up!’

‘He did kill one!’ Dristin growled. ‘Your Grandfather chopped his head off with a bloody great axe while my kinfolk pinned it down. That beast didn’t get up after that!’

‘Incredible, Father!’ Taran gasped with pain, but his face was split by a broad smile. ‘You’ll have to tell us the whole story tomorrow!’

‘So, what are you thinking, Mother?’ Juliana asked softly, seeing her mother lost in thought. ‘You know wherever you lead, we’ll always follow!’

‘Urgh!’ Xander muttered.

Maya looked across the barn at the children huddled around the surviving adults. Irrespective of age, their faces conveyed the same picture of misery, dejection, sadness and pain. They were lost, without purpose, and it broke her heart to see them that way.

They didn’t even know the full story. Only that their lives had been torn apart. Little did they know how much worse it could get, and in likelihood, already was.

‘Rakan had it right from the start,’ she began. ‘We have sworn to protect the weak, and he has proved that despite being gods, they’re not immortal. But our duty extends beyond just these people.’

‘So what are you proposing?’ Rakan asked.

Maya ran a hand through her hair, considering her words.

‘We do what we’ve always done. We fight and win!’ she said, shrugging as if stating the obvious.

Xander scoffed.

‘Lunastra told Juliana we’re all going to die if we fight!’

Maya grimaced, finding it hard to look at her son.

‘We’ve beaten impossible odds before, and we must never stop fighting until our last breath leaves our bodies. Until Dristin shared his story, I was unsure what to do, but now it’s become much clearer.’

‘Do we get Rakan another axe?’ Taran chuckled, then grimaced with pain.

Maya laughed softly.

‘I fear this isn’t about leading an army or even Rakan to victory.’ ‘Lunastra says if we fight, we die, but that doesn’t mean we can’t defeat the Dark Gods.’

‘But how?’ Taran asked.

Maya kissed him softly on the cheek.

‘Dristin says they were summoned with an incantation read from a book. We must hope it also holds the key to their banishment. That way, we can defeat them without fighting or running from them!’

Taran looked around. Maya had discovered the answer to their predicament. It was a good plan, and everyone nodded one by one.

‘So, we’re going back to Kingshold then,’ Dristin murmured.

‘Yes,’ Maya confirmed. ‘To where it all began and where it has to end.’

‘And with the Eyre overrun, there’s only one route we can take,’ Taran muttered. ‘We have to pass through Tristan’s Folly!’

***

Taran shivered in Maya’s arms, his head against her chest as she sat legs outstretched, leaning against a hay bale in the corner of the barn.

Rakan had dragged a few additional bales around to give them privacy, and a lone lantern hanging from a beam in the middle of the barn shed just enough light for him to see his surroundings.

Pain lanced through his body, and he moaned, unable to stifle it completely.

‘My prince,’ Maya whispered. ‘I’m here. Don’t worry. We will rest a few days, and all will be well.’ Her hands gently caressed his neck and head, and Taran began to drift until the next spasm of pain brought tears to his eyes.

‘Distract me,’ he gasped. ‘You know how I love your musical voice.’

‘Says the man I love with a voice like velvet. Well, I was just thinking about what I wouldn’t do for a stream or a pool to bathe in,’ Maya murmured in his ear. ‘I remember you telling me a long time ago that I snored like a piglet. Now I smell like one!’

Taran smiled. Remembering the first time they had kissed, and the nostalgia brought happy tears to mix with the painful ones. The agony receded a little, pushed aside by such a special memory.

‘We both smelt so bad back then,’ he said, wondering if Maya could hear, for his words sounded distant even to him. ‘Bathing in that pool with you is one of the happiest moments of my life.’

Maya leant forward to kiss the top of his head, her hair falling down around Taran’s face. He wriggled his nose, and she laughed softly.

‘We were destined for one another, that’s for certain,’ she murmured. ‘Never could I have hoped to find a love like ours. You were my first love, my true love, and my only love.’

Taran squeezed her leg, his heart beating contentedly, for Maya’s words echoed his own thoughts. He drifted for a while on a sea of nostalgia before he found the strength to speak.

‘We have been so gifted, you and I. First, finding one another, and then having Jul and Xander. If only our days of running and fighting were behind us. This is not how I foresaw our autumn years!’

Maya smiled, her eyes bright with tears despite the gloom.

‘And how did you think we might spend our autumn years, my prince?’

Taran tried to form the words. They seemed so long in coming, even though he knew exactly what he wanted to say.

‘I never mentioned it. But as Jul and Xander have grown, I often thought of asking … if you’d want to try for another child.’

Maya’s eyes shone, and she held Taran tightly.

‘When this is behind us, nothing would make me happier! The answer is a definitive yes!’

Taran took Maya’s hand and softly kissed her fingertips.

‘Here we are, with Dark Gods running amok, and yet my heart beats with happiness.’ He paused, catching his breath. ‘What we have is worth fighting for and worth dying for. It always has been, and never more so than now. I just wish our children could have grown up in a world of peace.’

Maya sighed.

‘I know. It seems like we’re now living our life in reverse. We fled the Ember Kingdom in our youth and now have to head back through Tristan’s Folly. But not until you’re feeling better!’

‘A few days rest wouldn’t go amiss,’ Taran sighed. ‘But why take our children when we go? Surely they’d be safer heading north with the other survivors. If we both asked Rakan to go with them, he would. He’d die to keep them safe!’

‘It crossed my mind too, but no. Let’s not repeat past mistakes. Almost every time we were apart fighting Daleth or Tristan, we were at our weakest. We stay together, and our children too. They’re as strong as us in their own way, and whether we live or die, it should be as a family.’

‘It’s settled then?’

‘It already was, my prince. I’m just glad you’ve finally realised it!’ Maya teased.

Taran coughed and moaned.

‘Sssh, my prince,’ Maya soothed.

‘I could do with a little sleep,’ Taran whispered. ‘I’m so tired.’

‘Then sleep knowing that you’ll wake up in my arms!’

Taran smiled as Maya’s fingers massaged his scalp before moving to knead his shoulders. Years of drawing a bow had made her incredibly strong despite her lithe frame, and he relaxed under her skilful but powerful touch.

His side was throbbing, but Maya would overly worry if he let her know. She was already upset with Xander, so the less fuss he made about it, the better for everyone.

Xander.

His boy.

He remembered Xander’s birth and the joy he and Maya had shared. Juliana had been excited, too, having a younger brother to play with despite her energy already beginning to fade.

Never once had he felt anything but love for his son. The curse Xander lived under was cruel, and, like Juliana, made his achievements all the more laudable.

He made a mental note to tell Xander more often that he loved him. Perhaps, one day, his son’s curse would be broken, and he’d know and feel love like everyone else. It would make even his gift of communicating with animals pale in comparison.

Maya’s hands slowly fell from his shoulders as exhaustion and sleep overwhelmed her. He loved her touch like nothing else and needed it to distract him from the pain, but she had been through so much and needed the rest as much as he did.

He smiled even as exhaustion threatened to pull him under.

They had a plan, thanks to Maya, and nothing would stand in their way, not even the Dark Gods themselves. Their love could conquer anything. His heartbeat quickened, and he couldn’t wait to share the thought with Maya in the morning. She loved his romanticisms, and he lived for her happiness.

Whenever she smiled or laughed, was playful or teasing, he fell in love all over again. He couldn’t believe he could still fall deeper and deeper after all these years.

Pain shot through him, and to his surprise, the boy, Aytern appeared to sit beside him and hold his hand.

The boy’s eyes were huge and brown, and as Taran stared into them, he discerned the warmth and knowledge of one seemingly much older.

‘Remember, everything!’

Aytern’s lips hadn’t moved. The boy simply nodded and smiled, and Taran closed his eyes, strangely at ease. His mind suddenly filled with the happiest memories of his life.

The first kiss in the pool, getting married under the moonwood tree, and then being given a second chance at life with Maya’s youth returned shone brightly in his mind. Then Juliana and Xander’s birth, a thousand further happy moments shared, and not forgetting her saying she also wanted a third child. With such thoughts, the pain receded, his heartbeat slowed, and finally, he felt at peace.

Such memories would sustain him until the day he died.

***


Chapter XV










Maya drifted, halfway between slumber and wakefulness.

Her dreams had been deep and, thankfully, after all the recent trauma, as beautiful as she’d ever experienced.

Time and again, memories of her happiest moments had swept her along in a tidal wave of euphoria. After witnessing and partaking in so much killing, it had been a much-needed balm for her soul.

When Taran awoke, she’d tell him all about them, knowing how much he’d love every tiny detail.

She was aware he still leant against her and was loathe to move for fear of waking him. Sleep was the best healer, and he needed whatever he could get.

Being so close to Freemantle meant their tenure here might not last long. The missing guards wouldn’t simply be overlooked. Then again, perhaps the possessed would just carry on, uncaring as to the fate of those who lay frozen in death down the hill.

‘Maya!’

Taran’s voice was always so smooth, and she loved hearing him say her name. She could listen to his stories over and again, yet never tire of hearing them. He was a great storyteller and could just as easily rouse an army with an epic speech as seduce her in the middle of the night.

She smiled.

‘My prince! What is it?’

She wrapped her arms around him.

‘You’re so cold. Why didn’t you say so earlier!’ she scolded softly, taking his head in her hands to kiss him, only to snatch them away.

His skin was ice cold.

‘My prince?’

She spoke louder, her hands returning to his forehead, finding it cold. Wriggling frantically, she got out from behind and lay him back on the straw.

Despite the gloom, she could see his eyes were open, and for a moment, relief surged through her until his head lolled to one side, and he stared blankly into the distance.

‘My prince,’ she said, shaking him. ‘Wake up! It’s time to wake up. We’ll check your wound, and everything will be all right!’

She lifted up his clothing and untied the binding around his wound. No blood ran red. It was just black and clotted.

‘You see, it’s stopped bleeding! Come on. PLEASE WAKE UP!’

She pulled his head onto her lap and brushed back his unruly tousled hair that always did what it wanted.

Water splashed upon his face, and Maya realised she was crying.

‘Why did you call my name if you’re not awake? Stop sleeping. Taran, my love. Wake up for me. Please, please wake up!’

Strong arms wrapped around her, and Rakan was there, holding her as Dristin knelt, placing a lamp on the ground while his fingers sought the pulse in Taran’s neck.

The next few seconds seemed to last an eternity until, with a pained look, he shook his head.

Maya moaned in disbelief.

‘JULIANA!’ Rakan bellowed. ‘JULIANA!’

‘He just spoke to me!’ Maya cried. ‘He’s just tired. You’ll see!’

Suddenly Juliana was there, wide-eyed, trembling as she took in the scene.

‘Work your magic, Girl,’ Rakan begged. ‘Save your father!’

With a quick nod, Juliana dropped to her knees and laid her hands on her father’s chest. As a child, she’d revelled in her gift, bringing small animals back to life. However, her parents had forbidden its use once her curse of weakness became apparent that often left her unable to stand.

Yet whether it was rising to the moment she found herself in or that it was her father lying before her, she felt stronger, more determined and confident than ever.

She closed her eyes, seeing the life force of her body glowing brighter than it had in years beyond count, and lying before her, the cold grey outline of her father. She willed her life force to wrap around his body, to suffuse it with energy, and in her mind’s eye, he began to glow softly.

She opened her eyes.

Colour had returned to her father’s face, and Dristin, overcoming his shock at seeing Juliana manifest such power, checked for a pulse again.

‘There’s still no pulse!’

‘Jul. Save him. PLEASE!’

Maya held Juliana’s face in her hands, staring beseechingly into her daughter’s eyes.

‘You can do it, Jul. You saved us once, now save him again!’’

Juliana nodded. There was nothing she wouldn’t do and no limits she wouldn’t push to save her father.

Again she reached for her gift, amazed at how strong she felt, how bright her life force was compared to recent years. Her father’s body glowed, her power flowing around him like water.

Then her new-found strength began to drain, and the familiar exhaustion returned, but it had surely been enough. She felt rather than saw herself being carefully laid down to rest, sleep ready to pull her under.

‘No. No. NO!’

Cries of denial jolted her awake, as her mother clutched her father’s lifeless body to her chest. Putting his arms around her, only for them to fall away.

Rakan knelt, sobbing, holding them both, rocking backwards and forwards in despair.

Further back, a circle of refugees watched in dismay and disbelief.

Only Dristin was functioning, and he moved people firmly back, his demeanour serious.

Juliana couldn’t hear what he said, but they responded obediently. She tried to sit, to reach for her gift, and try again, but everything went black.

***

Xander awoke in the loft of the barn to a commotion.

He’d had the strangest dreams that had lasted throughout the night. He lay still, mentally tired yet strangely at ease, a feeling he was completely unfamiliar with.

Again and again, moments so long buried and forgotten had returned in vivid detail, like colourful pages in a book. He focused on some of the most powerful, unwilling to let them go.

His mother and father’s strong arms around him as a child and the storytelling he’d fall asleep to every night. He remembered their joy at his first steps and their constant encouragement. How his sister had started to fondly call him Xander instead of Alexander when she couldn’t pronounce his name, and how his parents had followed suit so as not to confuse everyone.

He remembered his father helping him choose Blaze as a foal from the great herds, and their happiness as his gift with animals manifested itself. There was his father’s patience as he taught him swordplay and his mother’s encouragement as he learned bowcraft and hunting.

Memory after memory came to visit him, his father a constant shining light, a best friend he could rely on, who was always there to protect him.

Then he remembered how on every occasion, and with every breath, he pushed them away with hot, angry words, bitterness and resentment. It seemed that the more loving they were, the more hateful he became.

The memories flashed by, faster and faster, becoming a kaleidoscope of images, until they began to slow, culminating in the memory of stabbing his father.

His father.

The man who had loved him his whole life and who had never once laid a hand on him. The man who was loved by everyone except the one he craved love from the most. His son.

Hot tears flowed down Xander’s face in the gloom. Tears of sorrow and regret, not tainted by anger or hatred. He let them flow, amazed at the other emotions that tore at his heart for the first time.

Was this what love felt like in all its different guises?

Had, at long last, his curse been broken?

His father and mother had always expressed hope that it might happen, although, at the time, Xander had not felt cursed, just that everyone else was consciously nasty to him and used it as some kind of excuse.

Yet it was now painfully obvious that was not the case.

A cry filtered through his self-reflection, one filled with such complete sorrow that Xander felt moved by the sound.

It was gloomy in the loft, but there was enough light from the barn’s lantern to see where Juliana and Rakan had slept was now empty. As he came fully awake, sobbing continued to rise from beneath.

Crawling to the edge of the loft, he passed by Aytern, who peered wild-eyed over the edge, then slid down the ladder and eased himself through a ring of tear-streaked refugees who were heading toward their blankets near the entrance.

At first, he couldn’t understand what was happening. Juliana was propped up against a bale, fast asleep, while next to her, his mother embraced his father, who lay on the ground. Rakan knelt on the other side, arms around them both.

His mother’s body shook with sobs, and he stepped forward to see what was wrong.

The Eyre archer, Dristin, stood over them all but turned as he approached. The man’s eyes were cold, devoid of warmth, and Xander felt a chill.

‘I’m not sure you’ll be welcome here, Boy!’ he said with a flat and emotionless voice, moving to block his way. ‘Perhaps you should go back to the loft!’

Xander towered over him, yet Dristin’s presence made him appear immovable. He’d been friendly enough before, what had changed?

‘Mother! What’s wrong?’ he called, unwilling to push the smaller man out of the way and unsure that he actually could.

Xander’s insides turned cold as Rakan looked over with a face twisted in pain and bloodshot eyes.

‘You killed him, Xander,’ Rakan moaned. ‘H-he loved you so much, and yet … y-you killed him!’

Xander felt his knees give away, his head spinning, a roaring in his ears. He looked at his hands as if they were covered in his father’s blood.

‘You killed my son, Xander,’ Rakan continued. ‘Look at what you’ve gone and done! You killed my boy!’

Dristin stepped aside, and Xander crawled over to his mother, barely able to breathe as his throat choked up and tears washed down his cheeks.

Maya slowly lowered Taran to the straw-covered ground, and Xander burst into tears as he looked down on that still face. A face that had gazed upon him with love and that had never failed to smile whether he’d failed or succeeded. A face that was now blank in death and as white as the snow outside.

Xander opened his arms for his mother, wanting nothing more than to console her and to be consoled in return.

She turned to him, trembling, a shadow of her usual self. In her whole life, she’d shown only the deepest love, even though, until now, he had been unable to reciprocate.

‘I’m so sorry …’ he began, his voice quavering.

Maya’s hand snaked out faster than he believed possible and delivered a ringing slap across his cheek.

Xander fell backwards, stunned, his heart, normally dead and cold, felt like it was going to break asunder. As he watched his mother’s face, the coldness there, he began to cry like never before.

He curled up on the straw, wishing himself dead. Praying for Lunastra to take his life in exchange for his father’s. He knew his curse had been lifted, for he had never been in such pain, but it wasn’t worth the price.

With his father’s blood upon his hands, he was cursed now, more than ever before.

***

Rakan stood and drew a deep breath, trying to control the surging emotions that alternately consumed him with incandescent rage and heart-wrenching grief.

Taran’s death outside of Freeguard those two decades ago had been painful enough, and yet, this was far, far worse.

Perhaps he was getting weaker and more emotional in his old age but cast the thought aside even before it fully formed. He knew what it was. The pointless tragedy of his death at Xander’s hands. Attacked as he held Maya in his arms, full of joy, hope, and love.

This surely wasn’t how Taran’s life was supposed to end. Yet, Juliana hadn’t been able to save him, and the aura of her gift had been more powerful than even Maya’s when she was younger.

Was this fate?

If so, he really didn’t want to have anything to do with it.

And what would they do now?

Was the plan they’d agreed on even achievable without Taran, especially considering Maya’s grief and the chasm that now existed in their group?

He looked down at Maya, cradling Taran’s body in her arms once again. She ran her fingers through his hair as if he were still alive, knowing how much he loved it.

Rakan fought back tears, suppressing the grief and anger. If he let himself succumb, he didn’t know what he might do to Xander, and the thought frightened him.

Xander still lay curled on the floor next to his mother, more like a boy than the man he’d become. It was so unlike Xander to show this kind of emotion, let alone contrition, and it definitely wasn’t fake.

Juliana was asleep, exhausted. She was perhaps the lucky one because at least, for the moment, she wasn’t suffering like the rest of them. Then again, maybe her dreams were full of sadness. As for when she awoke, she would probably feel responsible for not being able to save her father.

None of them would ever be the same after this.

I’m going to check on Dristin,’ Rakan said softly. Maya didn’t even acknowledge his words, nor had he expected her to.

His footsteps were heavy as he walked across the barn. The horses greeted him with a gentle nuzzle, and he paused to stroke them, appreciating their affection, knowing they mourned Taran’s loss too.

He looked up at the loft and saw Aytern peering over the edge and reached out.

The boy scampered down the ladder and grabbed Rakan’s hand. He was glad for the company as he headed for the main barn door.

Some of the refugees nodded silently to him, and he returned the gesture. They’d followed him into battle and had suffered so much too. Their grief for their lost ones was no less than his, and yet they still found it in them to recognise his own.

The barn doors were slightly ajar, and he stepped cautiously outside into the frosty air. The clouds were low and heavy, and snow was falling gently. Movement caught his eye, and he took a few steps toward Dristin, who was striding back to the barn. His friend looked grim and circled his finger and pointed back over his shoulder.

‘It’s as if the whole damn city are coming to join us for an early breakfast. We have one, maybe two hours before they rip us to shreds. I’ll explain to our refugee friends what's happening and send them north. You get everyone else ready to move, and then we’ll use the horses to conceal as much of the refugees' tracks as possible!’

Rakan didn’t argue. Dristin was used to command, and had a clearer head than any at this moment. He hurried back, following Dristin into the barn, who knelt amongst the resting refugees and began to speak in an urgent, hushed whisper.

He stood there, indecisive, wondering how to approach Maya. She was still in shock, as was everyone. No one was in a fit state to get moving. Why couldn’t they have had a day or two to overcome the initial grief?

‘Come on, Rakan. Don’t let Taran down!’ he growled.

It worked.

He strode over to Xander and, with a strength born of anger, hauled him to his feet and held him there.

‘Let go!’ Xander cried.

Instead, Rakan shook him hard until he saw a hint of anger beginning to push back Xander’s sorrow.

‘Look at me, Boy!’ Rakan hissed. ‘Unless you want your mother’s and sister’s blood on your hands too, you better get the horses ready. The whole bloody city are headed this way, and we need to leave! Can you do that?’

Xander blinked back tears, swallowing hard.

‘Well, can you?’ Rakan growled.

‘Y-yes!’

‘Then have Aytern here help you, and get on with it!’ He pushed Xander toward the horses, angry beyond belief, not just at Xander but at himself for wanting to hurt the boy with his words. Taran would have been upset with him for doing so. ‘Go with Xander,’ Rakan ordered Aytern, gently nudging him toward the horses with an encouraging smile.

He knelt over Juliana and gently shook her shoulder.

‘Jul. Can you hear me?’

Unsurprisingly there was no response.

‘Don’t you dare bloody let me down now,’ he murmured, thinking about his back, as he slipped his arms around her. He grunted in appreciation as he stood fluidly and carried her to near the horses, where he carefully laid her down to lean against an upright beam.

‘If you need my help getting her in the saddle, say so!’

Xander looked over as he tightened a girth strap and nodded before returning silently to his task, Aytern watching his every move.

Rakan sighed as he turned back to Maya. This wasn’t going to be easy.

He knelt opposite her as she continued to stroke Taran’s hair. It broke Rakan’s heart to see such misery etched deep on a face that, for the last two decades, had only smiled or laughed.

‘We need to leave,’ he said softly. ‘The whole of Freemantle are heading this way. They’ll be here within an hour or two.’

‘You go,’ Maya said, her eyes never leaving Taran’s face. ‘I will stay until Taran wakes up.’

Despite his best efforts, tears ran down Rakan’s bristled cheeks.

‘Taran has a different path to follow, Maya.’

‘What do you mean?’ Maya asked. ‘We go everywhere together. We always have and always will!’

Rakan sniffed, nodding.

‘I know. But he needs to go to Lunastra alone. It’s his time, Maya. We must send him on his way, then go on ours.’

Rakan knelt there, waiting for Maya to reply. Slowly she looked up, her wide brown eyes shining.

‘Lunastra is waiting for him?’

‘Yes. As she waits for all of our fallen. But especially Taran!’

‘Taran isn’t going to wake up then?’

‘Not now. Not in this life, lass.’

Maya smoothed Taran’s unruly hair again; her fingers traced his cheekbones and jaw before her thumb gently brushed his lips.

‘He’s so handsome, don’t you think?’

‘He is. You were a perfect match.’

‘We need to send him on his way properly. I’m not going to just leave him here!’

Rakan felt the steel in Maya’s voice and nodded.

‘It’s still dark, and there’s time. I’ll get things ready.’

Maya managed a taut smile, then leant forward, her hair falling over Taran’s face, whispering things Rakan couldn’t hear.

Rakan moved quickly, a sense of purpose fuelling his every movement. He began heaving hay bales into the middle of the barn to create a stepped stack three bales high comprising over sixty bales.

It was arduous work, and Xander, along with Aytern, came to help after finishing with the horses. Rakan had no words for Xander and just nodded in acknowledgement. Silently, they finished the task together. Rakan pointed to Juliana, and Xander picked her up and took her to the horses, Aytern at his side.

Rakan returned to Maya.

‘It’s time. Let me carry him.’

Maya nodded, wiping her eyes as she stood.

Rakan knelt, slipping his arms under his son’s shoulders and knees. With a grunt of effort, he lifted him and then walked slowly across the barn, Maya at his side.

It took him a few minutes to lift Taran to the top layer, but eventually, he and Maya stood looking down upon his still body.

‘No finer son, no stronger friend, no kinder father, no better leader has this world known,’ Rakan whispered, wiping the back of his hand across his face.

Maya took Taran’s hand a final time.

‘My prince. I swear to you, I will find you. One day we will be together again. True love can’t be kept apart. Just wait for me. Wherever you go, wait for me!’

Maya turned to Rakan, who held out Taran’s sword.

She took it, gazing at her own reflection in the polished blade. A blade as perfect as had been the man who wielded it.

She placed the hilt on Taran’s chest, crossed his hands over the hilt, and then knelt to kiss his brow a final time.

‘Will you send him on his way? He’ll understand.’

‘It would be my honour,’ Rakan said, bowing, and watched as Maya stepped off the bales and went outside to where Xander had led the horses.

‘I’ll look after her, Son. Rest easy. I’ll look after her and the children. Don’t you worry yourself wherever you are.’

Rakan stepped down and pulled the lantern from its hook on an overhead beam. There wasn’t much oil left, but it wouldn’t need it anyway. The hay was tinder dry.

With a final nod, he smashed the lantern against the ground at the base of the pyre, and the fire took hold instantly.

He stood there momentarily, not caring whether the smoke or his grief caused his tears, then turned toward the barn doors. The heat seared the back of his neck but failed to melt the ice in his veins.

***

Dristin looked around as he rode, scanning the countryside for threats. It had been four days since they’d left the barn burning behind them, four days of riding hard in an atmosphere as cold as the weather.

Four days of very little sleep and even less conversation.

He turned in his saddle and looked back at their trail. It was impossible to conceal in the snow, and he cursed the weather for the thousandth time. The sun had been up an hour, yet remained hidden behind thick clouds, so he didn’t even need to shade his eyes as he stared east.

While he waited and watched, the others rode slowly past, tired, disheartened, and consumed by sorrow or anger. He fixed his gaze on the horizon. Sure enough, it wasn’t long before a dark stain appeared on the last hilltop they’d traversed, only to spill down into the plains, no more than three hours behind them.

‘Tenacious bastards!’ Rakan said, riding up, Aytern astride the saddle before him.

‘Apparently, being possessed has its benefits,’ Dristin sighed, resting his elbows on the pommel of his saddle. ‘To keep pace with us, they can’t be sleeping at all. Four nights without sleep, and still they keep coming!’

Rakan grimaced.

‘Let’s catch the others,’ he said, tugging on his horse’s reins.

Dristin watched Aytern circle his forefinger and point as if ordering Rakan where to go. He was a good lad. He never spoke to complain or otherwise. He was just there, and having him to care for had helped Rakan cope with Taran’s death considerably better than the others.

Dristin took a last look at the horde swarming after them in the distance and shook his head in disbelief. Thousands upon thousands, perhaps the whole city followed, almost as if they knew what his group intended rather than just chasing them to avenge the death of their brethren.

He turned his horse to follow Rakan and Aytern, eyes scanning the surrounding countryside for signs of unexpected danger nearby.

The countryside was less densely populated here, but they spotted signs of a village or town every hour or two and veered well away. It was possible some might not yet be in the thrall of the Dark Gods, but they had enough pursuers already, and no one, except perhaps Rakan, was in the right mind to fight.

Dristin chuckled.

But who better than the old god slayer?

Rakan was one tough, tenacious bastard and had proved a loyal companion, old enough to be his grandfather, yet with a strength of youth … unless his back gave way … to get whatever needed to be done, done. Dristin felt a little guilty. Without a doubt, Rakan dragging and half-carrying him across half the Freestates had caused his problems.

He owed the old man his life, a new back, and it was a debt he intended to repay.

A small tendril of smoke rose from behind some trees ahead, slightly to the south of their line of travel, barely visible against the grey sky. It likely came from a small hamlet, and they needed to adjust course and stay clear.

He pulled his cloak tighter around him, struggling with the vastness of the landscape. He missed the swamps of his homeland, the closeness of the trees, and the aroma of a thousand years rising from the waters.

These rolling hills, interspersed with woodland, were not to his liking, especially now most of the colour had been leached away by frost and snow.

In the swamps, he could disappear in a heartbeat, but here, in the open, he felt vulnerable and exposed. Sitting astride a horse didn’t help, especially one as large as the chargers the Horselords rode.

However, it did beat walking, and the heat from the beast kept him warm so, for that, he was grateful.

He cantered his horse past Xander, who rode, barely conscious of his surroundings, and then past Maya and Juliana, who rode in silence and were close enough they were within reach of the other.

He reined back alongside Rakan at the head of the group, and took a moment to surreptitiously study his friend.

‘Not as pretty as I used to be,’ Rakan grunted, pulling a brief smile absent any emotion. ‘But don’t you worry about me. I’m keeping my eyes open.’

‘Hah. Including those on the side of your head,’ Dristin said softly. ‘Even so, I’m still worried about you.’

‘Say what you’ve got to say!’

‘Our group is broken. You’re doing better than the others, but you aren’t the man you were five days ago. Maya and Juliana are withdrawn, and as for Xander.’ Dristin nodded over his shoulder. ‘He’s barely with us!’

Rakan looked back to see Xander lagging further behind, his head low. Even if some green-eyed follower of the Dark Gods came to pull him off his horse, it was unlikely he’d see the danger coming.

‘I know Taran’s death hit you all hard,’ Dristin continued. ‘But for us to have a hope of succeeding, let alone living another day, this group needs to come together and heal. I’ve kept quiet out of respect till now, but this can’t continue.’

Rakan glared at Dristin, who held his gaze.

‘Tell me I’m wrong if I’m wrong!’ Dristin challenged.

‘Gah. You’re not wrong, far from it,’ Rakan sighed.

‘So how about we put an early distance between us and our distant followers, then gather everyone around and spell it out in no uncertain terms.’

Rakan shook his head.

‘I’m not sure having a cosy chat over a late breakfast will do the trick! I doubt anyone will listen. We need time, Dristin. I lost a son, Maya, a husband, and the children, their father. We aren’t the gods damned possessed!’

‘And I lost my whole damned people, Rakan!’ Dristin growled. ‘Perhaps think on that!’

Rakan’s eyes hardened, but he nodded with a grimace, then turned his horse about and went to act as rearguard.

Dristin regretted his parting words, but Rakan was tough enough to hear the truth in them once they filtered through his grief. The thing was, they didn’t have the luxury of time.

Danger was not only following them but around them and most certainly ahead of them. A wisp of smoke from the approaching hamlet caught his eye, reminding him of the need to change route and push the horses for a while.

But what could he do to snap his group out of their malaise?

He glanced back at Maya. A legend even amongst the Eyre for her archery skills and a woman with a keen mind that had given them a purpose, even the hope of a victory. Yet she was now consumed by grief for a lost husband and rode as if already defeated.

Yet she was the key.

She had to care. Care about something other than her own grief, about someone other than herself.

He had lost a whole people, whilst she had lost a husband. She still had her children. He looked back at Xander, slumped in his saddle.

Something had to be done about the boy, because he was the root cause of everything!

***

‘Time to push the horses,’ Dristin shouted, chopping his hand down as he dug his heels into the sides of his charger, enjoying its immediate response. He was no horseman, but this beast was so well-trained that it didn’t matter.

He glanced over his shoulder to see the others reacting, which in itself was a blessing, and reined back ever so slightly so he could study them as they passed by.

There was a wide path through the woods, and the overhanging trees had kept it relatively snow-free. It felt safe encompassed by such mighty creations of nature. Here was somewhere he could conceal himself and deal death with impunity before slipping away unnoticed.

Juliana and Maya were ahead, followed by Rakan and Xander. He urged his horse after them, closing the gap, his hand grasping his sword hilt as he drew closer.

Juliana shouted something from up ahead.

Dristin drew his sword and urged his horse to greater speed. He drew abreast of Xander and swung hard.

The blade whined through the air and thwacked across Xander’s shoulder blades.

‘COME ON,’ he shouted as he flew past. ‘They’re in trouble!’

Rakan had already reacted, dragging his sword free, his horse galloping ahead. Together, they burst from the trees into a clearing heaving with green-eyed possessed who were trying to drag Juliana and Maya from their horses.

Maya was hacking down with her sword, while Juliana had nothing but a dagger. The horses were rearing and kicking, sending men and women flying, yet dozens more surged forward, uncaring for their own safety. Hands grabbed for bridles, trying to restrain the horses.

Off to the right was a stepped temple, and from there, and all around were houses from which spewed more possessed.

Dristin could feel every impact through his thighs as people were knocked flying by his horse’s charge. Juliana, despite the straps that held her in place, had almost been pulled from her saddle as he reached her side, cutting down at reaching arms and hands.

Xander joined the fray a moment later, his sword adding to the carnage just as Maya’s horse squealed, and skittered sideways before falling to the ground.

Maya threw herself off just in time but was immediately set upon by dozens of people.

‘MOTHER!’ Xander shouted, leaping off his horse.

Whilst Dristin struck left and right, he glimpsed the young man cleaving into the group holding his mother like some vengeful spirit while his horse bucked and reared, trying to shield him with its flailing hooves.

Xander threw people aside and dragged his mother to her feet to fight back to back against the mostly unarmed swarm. Her horse struggled upright and began to fight again.

Dristin was aware of how well-trained the mounts were but also knew Xander must be controlling them. Despite the flailing hooves, they never came close to hitting Xander or his mother, staying just out of reach.

Juliana’s horse squealed, its eyes rolling with pain as two men with pitchforks viciously stabbed at it. It reared, and Juliana screamed in shock, desperately trying to untie the straps that held her secure.

Dristin urged his horse forward, and it grunted, straining against the press of bodies until he could cut down the two men.

Juliana’s horse fell, and Rakan leapt down to help her.

Xander, Maya and Rakan’s horses were going berserk, spinning and kicking, wreaking as much, if not more carnage than the swords everyone swung.

Even Juliana stabbed out with her dagger, frantically lending her limited strength to the battle.

It was brutal.

Despite the mob’s initial advantage, unarmed and unarmoured, the hamlet's populace was getting slaughtered. The horses swung the battle, breaking apart the mob's press and allowing the swords to do their work.

Dristin was the only one still mounted, and soon the mob was thin enough for him to charge people down again, cutting and hacking at unprotected heads, left and right.

Then, when he barely had the strength to lift his sword, there was no one left to kill.

He looked around in disbelief at the bodies strewn across the ground, piled on top of one another. Terribly gaping wounds steamed in the cold air from sword cuts, whilst others had skulls caved in from the horse’s hooves, brains oozing out to stain the frosty ground.

He dismounted slowly, patting his horse on the neck in gratitude, and it whickered in acknowledgement.

The other horses stood still, chests heaving from exertion, flared nostrils and wide eyes the only indication of what they’d done.

Dristin didn’t let his guard drop, but from the number of houses, and the people at his feet, it was doubtful that any more people lived here. They’d slaughtered the whole hamlet.

He felt sick to his stomach.

From the small amount of smoke he’d spotted, he’d expected there to be maybe a dozen inhabitants, not the six dozen that lay strewn around. Some still moved, trying even as their lifeblood drained away to reach out to grab those who stood above them.

Damn.

The question was, would this somewhat miscalculated shock of danger, and the fear of losing those they loved, who still lived, be enough to jolt Maya, Juliana and Xander back to the task at hand and restore a sense of purpose?

Rakan went around, methodically putting the living out of their silent misery, before cutting the throat of Juliana’s horse as it lay on the floor thrashing in agony.

‘Jul,’ Maya cried, rushing to her daughter, who stood motionless, arms dangling at her sides in shock. ‘Are you alright?’ She dropped her sword and checked Juliana over quickly for wounds before flinging her arms around her daughter, and they embraced.

Xander went over and put his arms around them both.

Dristin smiled to himself.

He’d almost got himself and the others killed, but his plan had worked. One horse lost was a hefty price to pay, but it was worth it.

His smile faded as Maya and Juliana shrugged Xander off, their faces cold while Rakan stalked toward him, treading over the bodies.

‘Did it work out how you expected?’ Rakan hissed. ‘You bloody knew there was a hamlet here, didn’t you!’

Dristin thought about lying, but he respected Rakan too much, and the older man had an uncanny ability to see the truth.

‘Yes, I knew, I saw some smoke. But it was worth it. Maya is now more worried for Juliana’s safety than herself, but we must still repair the damage between her and Xander.’

Rakan stood there, his fists clenching then unclenching.

‘I almost shat my breeches when we rode in here,’ he growled. ‘For the gods’ sake, Dristin. Let me know in advance next time. No! Forget that. There better not be a bloody next time!’

‘So, what do you suggest doing about Xander then?’ Dristin spoke softly. ‘He obviously loves his mother, so the healing only needs to go one way. I’m sure if Maya forgives him, Juliana will follow!’

Rakan nodded thoughtfully as he bent to wipe his sword clean on the clothing of a dead man at his feet. His face was still like thunder, but also thoughtful.

‘I think I’ll try that talk you suggested earlier before you come up with any other crazy ideas. Maya might be more open to it now.’

Dristin breathed a sigh of relief.

Rakan shook his head.

‘Oh, don’t think you’re off the hook. We’re a horse short, and I won’t be the one who runs. You’ve bloody earned that privilege!’

‘Then we better get moving. If we’re going to get any sleep tonight, we need to put a lot more distance between us and our distant followers.’

‘You might get some sleep later, but I’m going to have to talk to Maya,’ Rakan groaned. ‘I’m still bloody broken up inside, so how am I going to convince her to forgive Xander when I can hardly forgive him myself?’

‘You have until nightfall to work that out, my friend. Or I’m going to have to find us another hamlet,’ Dristin chuckled and was relieved when Rakan smiled back.

‘Don’t you bloody dare!’

***


Chapter XVI










Galmoth soared above the city that the humans called Freeguard.

He had to admit they’d fought hard for such puny creatures, but after he’d killed their king and queen, along with many of the city guard, the population had mostly capitulated. Of course, those who hadn’t would be dragged from their homes over the coming weeks.

Any who were found to be gifted would be sacrificed in the newly raised temple, and the rest would be held captive until he or one of his fellow gods came to enthral them.

The misery of the newly possessed buoyed his spirits and his strength, he could now stay aloft for hours. The rush of power they received when the city children had been sacrificed was even more exquisite than Syralis’s carnal skills, which he and the other gods frequently enjoyed.

Yet in the long term, it was the worship of the living over the years to come that would fuel their strength until such time as other worlds fell to their dominion.

He paused as a strange thought struck him.

Were there other gods on other worlds?

It was both a worrying and exciting thought. Would he need to conquer them, or recruit them to his cause? If they became powerful enough, then maybe the gods of creation might fall to his might!

‘What now, Galmoth?’

He turned to Archon beside him, considering exactly that. They might not be at full strength for many years, but nor were they vulnerable any more. The sooner other human lands were conquered, the quicker their powers would return.

‘Take Sidarth, Belzard, Scremtar, and Pestalia with you, and head south to subjugate those who call themselves the desert tribes. Don’t rush, the heat will tax you before they succumb to our influence.

‘You honour me, Galmoth,’ Archon said, bowing his head in deference. ‘Shrines and temples will be raised in our names worldwide before long. There’s nothing and no one to stop us. Absolute, unopposed power will be ours!’

Galmoth spread his arms, enjoying the strength in his limbs. He flexed his giant hands that had earlier crushed the life out of the human king and queen. It had been exquisite to revel in their terror as they stared into each other’s eyes before he’d begun to squeeze. They had obviously resolved not to beg for mercy, but they all did before the end. Pathetic!

Galmoth turned to the remaining gods.

‘Let us fully consolidate our gains over these lands before we join our brethren and extend our dominion to distant shores. By now, our followers will have rounded up almost all of the unconverted, so let us not keep them waiting for their enlightenment.

‘Syralis. Come with me to Freemantle. Demmolias, Sestris, go to Freehold, Purdeth and Raptos, you go to Freemarch.

Without waiting for their acknowledgement, he wheeled about in the sky, Syralis close behind, and headed back west.

***

Rakan glanced at Dristin perching high in a nearby tree, keeping watch in the fading light. He was as comfortable in the branches as a bird. His eyesight was incredible, and Rakan knew nothing would approach unseen during his watch.

The air was still, with not a breath of wind to disturb the trees’ wilting leaves or the grasses that stubbornly poked through the thin layer of frost and snow. Unfortunately, despite the chill, they couldn’t risk lighting a fire, and so it would be another cold night.

Xander was tending silently to the mounts, finding comfort in their company. He didn’t just feed and water them but massaged their aches and pains away, taking his time with each one. They nuzzled him gently every so often, vying for his attention.

Yet despite the horses’ obvious affection for Xander, Maya and Juliana kept well away from him. Currently they were preparing food from the supplies, and whilst every night they gave Xander his share, never a word passed between them.

Rakan sighed.

He was as guilty as they in this regard. He had loved Xander unreservedly but, like most, had never been able to like him thanks to his curse. Now, he could barely stand his presence.

Yet this had to change, and to convince Maya, he had to first convince himself.

He approached Xander and gently stroked the neck of the horse he’d been riding these last days.

‘How are they holding up?’

Xander looked over, his face impassive.

‘Better than me,’ he said. ‘Everyone cares for them, you see. Your horse likes your attention but would prefer it if you scratched a little harder.’ He turned back to his mount and began checking the hooves.

Rakan grunted, considering his next words.

‘I’d say time is a great healer, Xander. None of us have had time to get over your father’s death yet. It’s changed us all.’

Rakan scratched his horse harder, and it sighed contentedly. Silence reigned following his statement, and he was just about to leave when Xander stood and turned toward him. His eyes were red with unshed tears that brimmed, ready to spill over, but he wiped them away defiantly.

‘You’re right. Everyone has changed, and me more than any. My father dying has changed me. My curse lifted when he died. How cruel is that? Now I can not only feel pain and guilt for what I’ve done, but I can remember the pain I’ve caused not just him but every one of you my whole life as plain as daylight, from the moment I was born to the moment he died.’

Rakan shook his head sadly.

‘Listen, Xander …’

‘Wait. I’m not finished,’ Xander snapped. ‘To make matters worse …’ and he began to sob, tears running down his face. ‘I can now remember the love and kindness he lavished on me every day of his life. Love that I never got to thank him for, not even before his body was burned to ashes. Now, I have a mother and sister who I can at last love, who both hate me. You hate me, and Dristin hates me. I can feel it oozing out of you all. I’m cursed now more than ever, don’t you see?’

Xander turned his back, and the horses closed protectively around, rubbing their heads against him.

‘Once again, all I can feel is the animals' love for me when all I want is yours!’ he murmured, his words barely audible.

‘Damn!’ Rakan muttered, his own eyes brimming with tears. He had been caught up so much in his own pain that he hadn’t considered what Xander was going through until now. He wished Maya had heard, but she wouldn’t give Xander the chance to repeat it, that much he knew.

Xander resembled his father so much it hurt to look at him, a constant reminder of Taran’s absence. Yet, perhaps he just needed to see it the other way, that through Xander, Taran would live on.

‘Damnit, Xander,’ Rakan said gruffly, gently easing the horses aside. ‘I’m sorry. Truthfully. Forgive an old man his short-sightedness. We’re both in pain, and I was too caught up in my own to think straight!’

Xander turned, his face puffy from emotion, yet he said nothing. He gingerly put his arms around Rakan’s shoulders, still afraid of rejection, but instead, Rakan held him tight. The horses sighed their approval and nuzzled them both.

When they finally separated, Rakan cleared his throat. The healing process had begun between them. How long the wound would remain open he didn’t know, but it would close.

‘I’ll talk to your mother and sister. I can’t make any promises, but I know no fairer person than your mother. She just needs to see past her torment.’

Xander just nodded, and Rakan could see the boy was too emotionally overcome to talk and barely holding himself together.

Rakan walked over to where Maya and Juliana huddled together in a hollow between some large tree roots, Aytern tucked in between them. Juliana was stroking Aytern’s hair, and the boy looked sound asleep. Despite the gloom, Rakan could see Maya’s eyes were as cold as the frosty ground when she looked up at his approach.

He knew it wasn’t going to be easy. She’d seen him talking to and perhaps embrace Xander and her hostility was obvious. With a sigh, he sat on a root and rubbed his head with both hands. His ears were cold, and he kept rubbing till they stopped tingling.

‘I remember sitting atop a hill once …’ he began.

‘I don’t want to hear it!’ Maya said, the words clipped, lacking their usual warmth.

‘Nonetheless, I’m going to say it,’ Rakan said, ploughing on. ‘This is as much for Jul here as it is for you!’

Juliana looked up, so he addressed her instead.

‘Twenty-five years ago, I lay dying on a hill overlooking Freeguard. I had a dagger in my chest and didn’t have long to live. Your father lay dead on the hillside behind me, and your mother came looking for him. Just like then, she was broken at his death, as was I. You know the story well enough of how King Tristan had betrayed us, causing untold deaths, including that of Taran.’

Juliana nodded, whereas Maya didn’t move a muscle. Her face was impassive and emotionless, yet she was listening.

‘Your mother healed me, knowing what it would cost her. Yet before she did, she asked a favour in return. She asked me to forgive Tristan, to put forgiveness first. That bastard king, who was willing to sacrifice everyone, who had bartered your father’s life for her hand in marriage.’

‘But you killed him, anyway?’ Juliana pressed.

Rakan nodded.

‘Yes, I did, although few know that truth. At the time, I still believed your mother and father to be dead. I don’t regret it to this day. But then, I wasn’t always a good man, Jul. In fact, once, I was a very bad one. But this is about your mother, not me. She had forgiveness for a man who wasn’t family, who had tried to have us killed the first time we met and who was responsible for Taran’s death. So, if she could forgive Tristan, why not your brother?’

Juliana’s head bowed, suddenly unwilling to meet Rakan’s eye.

Rakan looked at Maya, but she just stared back, trembling.

‘Xander is broken over there,’ he continued. ‘His curse has lifted, and he now feels everything that was denied him before. All the pain he has ever caused, all culminating in being responsible for Taran’s death. He’ll suffer terribly for what he’s done for the rest of his life!’

‘And how by the gods do you know that?’ Maya hissed.

‘Because I still suffer every day for killing mine!’

Shocked silence descended, and Rakan wrung his hands, suddenly ashamed, and a lone tear ran down his cheek.

‘I didn’t just kill my father. I killed my mother, my cousins and many more besides. I was wearing Daleth’s amulet back then, full of rage and bloodlust, my mind twisted by magic. Since you and Taran freed me from the amulet, never a day has gone by that my deed hasn’t eaten me alive.’

‘I had no idea,’ whispered Maya, reaching out to take Rakan’s hands in hers.

‘I only ever told Dafne, although maybe Taran knew, as he read my thoughts before he became my son …’ Rakan sniffed, shook his head and began to sob.

Maya and Juliana’s arms enfolded him, and he cried unashamedly.

‘Ask yourself this,’ he sniffed. ‘If Taran had known that by dying, he would lift Xander’s curse and, from the look of Jul, given her some strength from his passing too, what would he have chosen to do?’

Maya breathed deeply, finding the strength to answer.

‘He would have willingly given his life so they could lead one free of their curses,’ she sighed. ‘I just wish he’d have known. He’d have died so happy.’

‘He did die happy, Maya. He died in your arms, knowing his family were together again and safe.’

‘I feel guilty!’ Jul whispered. ‘I am stronger since father passed, and yet I couldn’t save him!’

‘Hush, Jul,’ Maya said. ‘Most people only get to live once. Thanks to you, your father and I got to live twice.

‘Rakan, what Xander did was horrific for all of us, but, now I see that it’s worse for him. He doesn’t deserve our hatred, far from it, and I thank you for finding the strength to state the truth. I fear it won’t be easy, but it’s time to make our family whole again. I just wish I felt it in my heart and not just in my mind.’

***

‘They’ve been on foot for almost two weeks, with us mostly on horseback. How the hells can they keep going, let alone keep up?’ Rakan muttered, straining his eyes in the pre-dawn gloom.

Dristin shrugged.

‘We’ve had to detour around every village and town we’ve encountered whilst they’ve gone straight through, likely swelling their ranks with fresh people. The closest group is no more than an hour away, but the front runners are less than half that time.

‘My eyes aren’t as good as they used to be,’ Rakan muttered. ‘Can you see them, Aytern?’ He looked at the boy beside him who, like a silent shadow, accompanied him everywhere.

The boy shielded his eyes as if from the rising sun, then nodded solemnly.

‘Then we’d better get going quickly and push the pace from the start. I bet you regret having lost us a horse now!’ he said, turning to Dristin.

‘Hah,’ Dristin replied. ‘If my boots come apart, I’ll say yes, but looking at what we’ve gained, the answer is currently a no.’

They both took a moment to watch Maya, Juliana and Xander sitting together, finishing a frugal breakfast. After four days of carefully building bridges, it was still far from a happy scene. Too much pain was evident, but they were talking, and the coldness was gone.

‘Agreed. You’re a good man, Dristin. You might have almost got us all killed, but your heart was in the right place!’

Dristin clapped Rakan on the back as they jogged back to the others.

‘We need to get moving, and quickly,’ Dristin called as they approached. ‘Xander, check and ready the horses!’

Xander leapt up without hesitation or complaint.

Rakan smiled, a bittersweet feeling washing over him. Taran would have loved to see the change in his son. He blinked back the ever-present tears and coughed to clear the tightness in his throat.

Maya passed him and Aytern some rock-hard bread, cheese and meat, then began packing the uneaten food away.

Rakan started with the cheese, which was least likely to break his teeth. The cold weather had stopped the food from spoiling, but eating it was a challenge. However, moistened with a mouthful of water, the bread and meat became edible enough. He winced as Aytern crunched straight into the bread, uncaring.

Juliana pulled a faint smile as she folded their blankets and ensured nothing was left behind as they broke camp.

Dristin was already off, jogging ahead, scouting. Confident in his ability to spy danger before he fell afoul of it.

Xander shook his head as Rakan approached.

‘He didn’t let me know last night, but this one injured his fetlock, and we can’t ride him. We’re down to three horses!’

‘Let him roam free. Hopefully, he’ll recover and live a long life.’ Maya said, coming over to affix the packs to the horses’ saddles. ‘I’ll run with Dristin.’

Xander nodded, wrapped his arm around the horse’s neck, and whispered softly. The horse snorted, nuzzled Xander, tossed its head, and then limped toward some nearby woods that would provide shelter.

Juliana mounted without assistance, and Rakan sighed. Taran’s death had been both a gift and a curse. He watched as she strapped herself into the saddle, stronger now than she’d been in years, but that didn’t mean her curse had been lifted like Xander’s. Every day of riding still exhausted her.

Her newly discovered skill of spirit travel was something they could have used well, yet they couldn’t afford her to sleep during the day, their pace would have slowed too much to outpace their pursuers.

Rakan hoisted Aytern into the saddle, then swung up behind him, rubbing the boy’s head.

‘Is everyone ready?’ Rakan asked. He swept his eyes around their makeshift campsite but couldn’t see anything left behind. ‘Then let’s go.'

Maya ran ahead to catch up with Dristin, and Rakan heeled his horse into a canter. He looked across at Xander on his right, riding as if born to the saddle, just like his father.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll let you know when the horses need a break,’ Xander said with a grim smile, knowing what he was about to ask.

Rakan was about to quip about Xander reading his mind but quickly turned away, biting his lip. How long would it be before thoughts like this stopped hurting?

Their horses came abreast of Maya and Dristin, and they reined back to match their pace as they ran surefooted over the uneven, frozen ground.

‘We should reach Tristan’s Folly this afternoon,’ Rakan said, raising his voice so everyone could hear him. ‘Dristin says that the land of the Ember Kingdom is nothing but swamp and marsh now, even more treacherous than the Eyre. All we need to do is keep ahead of our pursuers until then, and they’ll get swallowed up in its depths.’

‘I heard so many stories about it as a child,’ Xander called. ‘I can’t believe I’ll finally see it!’

‘Whereas I had hoped to never see it again,’ Maya shouted. ‘It holds too many dark memories.’

‘What about you, Dristin?’ Xander asked.

Rakan’s lips twitched, knowing Xander was doing his best to earn the friendship of the Eyre archer.

‘I’m with you on this,’ the Eyre archer replied. ‘My father died on those walls, or so I believe. I never thought to ask if you knew him as you were there. His name was Drizt.’

Maya looked shocked as she glanced over her shoulder at Rakan.

‘If ever I had the slightest doubt we were destined to meet, that has now vanished,’ she said. ‘Drizt was a fine friend to Rakan, Taran and me and the greatest archer I have ever seen.’

‘He was also good at stealing Tristan’s wine,’ Rakan laughed, remembering brighter times.

‘My parents spoke of him often,’ Juliana said. ‘They didn’t talk much about the war, but they often toasted absent friends over dinner, and his name was always spoken.’

‘Then maybe you all knew him as much as I did,’ Dristin said, his ready smile strangely absent. ‘He was this shining legend. Gifted with the bow beyond imagining. Adventure lured him away time and again, leaving me alone with my mother, only to return with tall tales of his exploits. When he was around, I bathed in his light and worshipped him like no other, when he was gone, it was as if the sun forgot to shine. Then one day, after the war with Daleth was over, we learned of his death when some of our people returned home. They’d heard it from one Lord Commander Taran, a man I determined to seek out one day to learn about my father and his final hours. I’m glad I met him and to know he was my father’s friend. That you were my father’s friends.’

‘When we next rest, we shall tell you all about our time with him, Dristin,’ Maya said, reaching out to clasp his shoulder as they ran. ‘But for now, let’s save our breath for the run. I’m not as young as I used to be!’

***

They rode and ran in silence for the next two hours, the Forelorn Mountains rising up before them. As the day brightened, Rakan looked behind. Worryingly, their pursuers remained as close as when they’d started the day.

‘I wonder how many of the possessed have died chasing us. How many hearts have given out?’ Juliana sighed. ‘How sad that so many have died against their will!’

‘You’re right,’ Rakan said. ‘I have no hatred or anger towards any of them. It’s strange and feels wrong to have killed them.’

He looked past Juliana and met Xander’s eye, who nodded grimly, knowing Rakan’s cause for concern.

‘Our horses are tired, but they’ll not let us down,’ Xander called across, leaning forward to pat his horse’s neck. ‘We’ll make Tristan’s Folly with enough of a lead!’

Rakan smiled and returned his attention to the surrounding landscape, his brow wrinkled.

‘Do those look like orchards to the north?’ he shouted to Maya.

She slowed to a walk, and Aytern gently pulled back on the reins as did Juliana and Xander. He ruffled the boy’s hair, grateful for his silent but warm company.

‘Indeed they are!’ she responded.

‘And those look like crop fields!’ Juliana nodded south.

‘I didn’t think anyone but brigands lived this far west,’ Dristin said, looking around. ‘Irrespective, we need to push the pace and increase the distance between us and them,’ he said, pointing back along their trail. The front runners of the possessed ran as if slightly drunk, arms flailing.

‘Let’s go,’ Maya commanded, and the race continued.

‘To the north!’ Dristin shouted a short while later as five possessed bearing long staves leapt to intercept them from behind some bushes.

Dristin and Maya ran to meet them, Xander thundered past with his charger to scatter the group, and a fresh wave of butchery began.

Although the battle was one-sided, it was still exhausting, sapping the strength and slowing their progress, a joyless victory.

They pushed the horses at a trot for the next hour, ensuring Maya and Dristin could keep pace, then, by common consent, came to a stop.

‘Will you look at that?’ Rakan gasped.

‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ muttered Dristin, his eyes wide.

‘Mother. Is that …?’ Xander asked, his voice fading to silence.

Maya nodded without taking her eyes from the scene that was beginning to reveal itself before them.

They were now close enough to the Forelorn Mountains to make out the pass and the rear wall that still stood across its width, but that wasn’t what caught everyone’s eye, including hers.

Taller than she remembered, far taller than anything of nature other than the mountains that framed it had a right to stand, was the tower oak.

‘I do believe it's grown!’ Rakan said, shaking his head in disbelief.

‘You had a power to rival the gods, Mother!’ Juliana whispered.

‘It was a tremendous gift,’ Maya murmured.

‘She saved our life with it more times than I can remember,’ Rakan added.

Yet Maya continued, her voice distant.

‘Amongst other things, it brought Taran and me such happiness. I created so much for him just so I could see his smile.’ Her voice broke with emotion, but she continued. ‘Strangely, the best days of my life were after I lost it.’

Juliana dismounted and went to hold her mother, who sobbed briefly onto her shoulder.

‘I’m sorry,’ she sniffed, standing up straight. ‘I’m fine. Honestly! This journey was always going to be emotional. Rakan and I lost so many friends here, and let’s not forget Dristin lost his father.’

‘Let’s get going, Jul,’ Rakan prompted, and she remounted.

Maya began jogging, and they set off again.

‘You know, Dristin,’ Rakan said, bringing his horse alongside. ‘Taran and I buried your father in an oasis just south of here where Maya had created the most beautiful place on earth.’

‘Was it really?’ Dristin asked, his eyes shining.

‘It truly was. A meltwater stream ran through it, and there were flowers in their thousands, blossoms falling all around. You had to see the colours to believe them. All who attended were broken, not just by your father’s death but by thousands of others. Yet, it was such a peaceful place that it somehow healed us in a way that is hard to put into words.’

Dristin reached up, and Rakan leant over to clasp his friend’s forearm.

‘I couldn’t be happier that my father had a friend like you at the end. I’m honoured to have continued that friendship. I only wish we had time to visit his resting place, but I fear we’d bring along too many unwelcome guests,’ he said meaningfully.

‘The front runners are getting dangerously close,’ Xander called. ‘Let’s move!’

Dristin and Maya ran next to Rakan’s and Xander’s horses, holding saddle straps to help them keep up. It was risky but worth it for the extra speed.

The wall, mountains and tower oak loomed ever larger. Beyond the wall lay the pass and the foulness that was now the Ember Kingdom. Despite the darkness of what lay ahead, it was a better alternative to what chased from behind.

As they drew closer, worried looks were exchanged.

They rode up to the gates, which, surprisingly, were closed.

Dristin and Maya ran to put their shoulders to the old wood, but they wouldn’t budge despite their efforts. Xander leapt off to join them, but still, they remained sealed.

‘Why the hells are the gates locked!’ Rakan growled, looking over his shoulder at the dark tide sweeping across the landscape behind them.

‘We’ll have to climb over,’ Dristin said, sounding unconvinced.

‘I don’t think I’ll be able to!’ Juliana moaned.

‘Nor I, Lass,’ Rakan growled.

‘Not everyone. Just two of us,’ Dristin said. ‘Then we can remove whatever is stopping these gates from opening!’

‘I’ll go with you!’ Maya volunteered.

‘Rakan and I will keep Juliana and Aytern safe,’ Xander promised.

Maya eyed the climb. The wall's stone blocks were uneven, and the mortar crumbled, but she was surprised it hadn’t deteriorated more and had half expected to see it partially collapsed.

‘Ready?’ she asked looking at Dristin.

‘Let’s do it!’

‘Climb one step, and we’ll put an arrow through you all,’ a coarse voice shouted.

Everyone looked with horror to the top of the wall where a dozen men leant over, bows drawn, arrows ready to shoot.

***

‘Brigands,’ Rakan hissed.

‘I don’t think so,’ Maya said, raising her hands as she stepped back from the base of the wall. ‘If they were, we’d likely be dead already, and they’re dressed more like monks!’

‘On your way, and don’t look back,’ called a bearded man above the gates.

‘They might look like monks, but they don’t hold their bows like one,’ Dristin whispered.

Maya spread her arms.

‘We need to pass through. We’re not looking for shelter or food.’

‘What? We let you in, and that army following you comes knocking on our gates? Whatever trouble you’re in, we don’t want it here. Now, on your way!’

‘We can’t go anywhere else!’ Juliana shouted angrily. ‘We’ve travelled for two weeks to get here. My mother is Queen of the Horselords. Who are you to deny her passage?’

‘Hush, Jul,’ Rakan warned.

The bearded man who’d addressed them peered down intently.

‘Well, well. I do believe it is the Lady Maya,’ he said with a nod. ‘That being so, who might the rest of you be?’

‘This is Rakan, my father. Juliana, my daughter. My son, Xander,’ she said, pointing at each in turn. ‘This fellow is Dristin, an archer of the Eyre.’

‘Not much of an archer if he doesn’t have a bow.’ The bearded man laughed. ‘Wait there if you care to. I’ll seek instruction and be right back!’

‘WAIT!’ roared Rakan. ‘We can’t wait! If that horde behind catches up, we’ll be torn to pieces!’

‘Do you want to keep me standing here talking then?’ The man asked, leaning nonchalantly on the battlements.

Rakan felt his temper about to boil over when he saw Maya and Dristin glaring at him.

‘No. My apologies!’ Rakan said through gritted teeth.

With a mocking bow, the man hurried off. Those he left behind kept close watch but no longer held their bows at the ready.

Rakan, Aytern, and Juliana dismounted, and everyone gathered close.

‘Who the hells are these lot?’ Rakan asked. ‘I thought everyone stayed well clear of Tristan’s Folly, believing it haunted.’

‘I have no idea. But they held their bows with familiarity,’ Maya said. ‘It was a good thing we didn’t test them.’

‘If we wait too long, we’ll be trapped against these gates or the mountains with nowhere to go,’ Juliana said.

Rakan snapped his fingers, his eyes lighting up.

‘Maya. Could you find the way back to the Valley of the Giants?’

Maya closed her eyes briefly, then nodded.

‘It’s been decades, but yes, I could. But once there, we’d surely be trapped with no hope of ever continuing our mission!’

‘The Valley of the Giants is real?’ Xander asked. ‘Giants are real?’

‘As real as that tower oak!’ Rakan said.

‘Maybe we could enlist their aid, like we did against Daleth?’ Rakan mused.

‘Possibly. Although against gods and so many people, would we not just doom them as well?’ Maya sighed. ‘Just like with these people. We’ve brought an army to their door!’

‘Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it now!’ Xander shouted, pointing at about forty of the possessed who were far ahead of the main group.

‘Lady Maya!’

They all looked up.

‘Yes?’

‘You are all welcome to enter, but only if you surrender your weapons. Your safety is guaranteed by our lord, on that condition. That and sharing a meal with him!’

Maya looked at the others.

‘We’ve no choice. Not if we want to see our plan through.’

‘The self-proclaimed lord of this ruin wants to eat when there are gods knows how many possessed right behind us,’ Juliana gasped in disbelief.

‘You forget. We know what’s going on, but very few others do,’ Xander said. ‘Let’s humour the lord of this place, then resume our journey as swiftly as possible. These walls will hold our pursuers for long enough that we can disappear into the swamp. Them being here is actually a blessing in disguise.’

‘We accept your terms!’ Maya called up.

Loud thumping came from the other side of the gates, and then shortly after, one swung smoothly back on well-greased hinges.

They rushed through, conscious of the possessed bearing down upon them.

The gates boomed shut, and a large locking bar was lowered into place. Maya watched briefly as a team of ten men hurried to further secure the gate by wedging heavy wooden beams against it.

A few seconds later, the sound of banging echoed across the courtyard as the possessed outside reached the gates and beat futilely at the unforgiving timbers.

The bearded man who’d addressed them was waiting inside the courtyard.

‘Welcome to Tristan’s Folly, a place I believe you know well. My name is Skalit,’ he said with a slight bow. ‘Please honour your agreement, and place any weapons in yonder cart.’

Maya did as requested and then turned to the others. ‘I gave my word, so hand over everything, including daggers and knives. No exceptions!’

She stared hard at Rakan and Dristin.

‘No exceptions!’

Rakan unbuckled his weapon belt and then pulled a spare dagger from a boot.

Maya stared hard, her gaze unflinching.

‘Ah, yes. I almost forgot,’ he said guiltily. ‘Aytern. Can I have my knife back?’

Aytern smiled, pulled a scabbarded knife from under his shirt, and placed it in Rakan’s open palm.

Juliana shook her head in disbelief.

‘He needs to be able to protect himself,’ Rakan said, shrugging.

With a disgruntled sigh, he placed his sword, dagger and knife inside the cart, then stood with Maya as everyone else followed suit.

‘Please forgive me, but I still need to search you,’ Skalit smiled. ‘When people are tired, they can be rather forgetful.’

A few minutes later, he stepped away his demeanour warm.

‘Your horses will be looked after, and your equipment kept safe. Now, please follow me!’

Maya glanced at Rakan.

‘Why do I get the feeling history is repeating itself all over again?’ she muttered softly as they followed Skalit toward the keep. ‘The first time we stepped through these gates, we were walking into a trap. Will we suffer the same fate without Taran, Kalas and youth on our side?’

‘If this lot wanted us dead, we’d be dead,’ Rakan murmured back. ‘Either with arrows or by simply locking us outside the gates. There’s no threat here, just prudent caution.’

Maya wrapped her arm around Juliana’s shoulder.

‘Stay close,’ she whispered.

Rakan looked around, surprised.

‘I don’t know what you expected,’ Maya said. ‘But I thought to see piles of bleached bones, rusted armour, broken weapons, and scorched, crumbling walls, something horrific out of my nightmares. Not this.’

Rakan nodded numbly.

The courtyard was lightly dusted with snow, anything but the charnel house he remembered. The huge third wall was clean and in good repair, and small pens sheltered at its base, holding chickens, pigs, and small goats within. Over everything loomed the tower oak, creating a feeling of safety as it reached the heavens.

Yet, in contrast, about seventy men stood ready on the walls, a sizeable force way beyond their means to overcome.

Skalit looked back as he led them up the steps into the keep. Two robed, stony-faced guards stood on either side of the entrance.

‘They’ve got gates!’ Rakan noted.

Dristin looked quizzically at Rakan.

‘When we were last here, the keep had no gates. Whoever oversees this place now maintains it better than the Freestates ever did.’

Despite their guide's cordiality, Rakan still shivered as they walked up steps as familiar to him as the back of his hand as the long-buried memories of the screams of the dying tore at his soul.

Aytern grabbed his arm, perhaps sensing something was wrong, and smiled reassuringly.

Maya appeared unsettled, perhaps remembering the carnage or maybe Taran, happy and vibrant at her side. Rakan recalled how, despite the death and suffering, the sight of the two young lovers had often lifted the soldiers’ spirits. The backdrop of war had made their love shine brighter than the sun.

Until that sun had set, thanks to Tristan.

They climbed through the keep, pausing occasionally to let Juliana catch her breath, until they reached the top floor.

‘Please take some refreshments in the planning chamber at the end of the hall.’ Skalit gestured, then, with a brief nod, descended the steps, leaving them alone.

‘We should hurry. The main horde is only an hour behind us. The gates and walls should be able to hold them, but I don’t want to have to find out for how long!’ Dristin said.

‘I’m sorry, but I’ll need to rest briefly. I’m exhausted,’ Juliana said.

Maya wrapped her arm around Juliana’s shoulder.

‘Dristin is right, Jul. But fresh food and a brief rest won’t do us any harm. Just let us know as soon as you feel better!’

With a deep breath, Maya strode down the corridor with the others following.

As they approached, the door at the end swung open, revealing four guards and the planning chamber that, to Maya, seemed to have been frozen in time.

Everything was so familiar. The polished cabinets that had held an endless supply of wine shone with a polished lustre. The large planning table stood centre stage, although, this time it was covered in platters of cold food. Only a large, unadorned chair stood out as different.

Rakan glanced at Xander at Dristin, who nodded back. They were unarmed, but if something untoward happened, they wouldn’t be caught unawares, although against several skilled armed opponents, any fight wouldn’t go well.

‘Our lord will be here shortly,’ a guard said flatly.

‘Who were those statues of in the hallway?’ Xander asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence that followed the guard’s declaration.

‘King Tristan,’ Maya muttered. ‘No fouler king ever walked the earth than him, except Daleth. I hope they’re burning in the seven hells together, it’s what they both deserve.’

Heavy footsteps sounded behind them, and they turned to see a huge figure squeeze through the chamber’s door frame dressed in the same robes as the guards.

‘Sorry to disappoint you, Lady Maya. But it appears the seven hells didn’t want me!’

Maya and Rakan stumbled backwards toward the balcony, pulling the others with them because, before them, risen from the grave, was the Witch King himself.

Daleth.

***


Chapter XVII










‘This can’t be true!’ Daleth boomed, his voice filling the room. ‘All that time, I hunted you and failed, and yet after all these years, with my old dreams in tatters, here you stand before me, seeking shelter.

‘I’m not dreaming, am I?’ he asked a guard.

‘No, my lord.’

‘Thank the gods. How cruel for me if this was a dream. Now, tell me. Where is my nemesis, my killer, the man who robbed me of everything? Where is Taran?’

Silence reigned.

Rakan looked around, hoping to find a weapon that didn’t belong to a guard. Xander and Dristin were doing the same, but there were none.

‘Oh, come now. Will you try to overcome us with wooden platters and a piece of fruit? Rakan you old traitor. You were as fearsome a warrior as any in your day, but I’d advise against it. Now, come sit, and tell me where Taran is. Will he come leaping in through the window, or charge through the door to kill me all over again?’

Daleth looked at everyone, one by one, his gaze measuring as the silence grew long and uncomfortable.

‘You might not speak, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t saying anything. Your pain gives you all away. I never had Taran’s gift, but I can still read people nonetheless. I’m sorry for your obvious loss!’

‘Gah. Save us the bull crap,’ Rakan hissed. ‘Just bloody kill us quickly and get it over with. Don’t bore us to death.’

‘Kill you quickly?’ Daleth mused. ‘I can assure you, killing you quickly was never an option if I got my hands on you. My plans were always to have you tortured to death for days, so your agony would give me life and strength. You, Maya and Taran, were to have paid in ways …’

‘You’re despicable!’ Juliana hissed, stamping her foot.

Beside her, Aytern did the same, his little face screwed up in defiance.

Daleth stared at her.

‘You’re so like your mother, it’s uncanny. As for you,’ he said, turning to Xander. ‘You carry your father’s looks and strength with you too. Truly you’re both gifted.’

Daleth stood there, waiting.

‘Well, this isn’t any fun,’ he griped. ‘Xander. Tell me, what am I thinking?’

‘I can only read the minds of animals!’ Xander snarled.

‘Then surely you can read mine,’ Daleth laughed, full of good humour. ‘I am sorry. Truly I am. You came here seeking sanctuary or passage, and here you find me.’

Daleth drew his sword.

‘Maya. You, Rakan, and Taran took my eternal youth, my life and my dreams. I saw the seven hells, and to this day, the memory of that brief torment has me screaming in my sleep.‘

Daleth looked into the polished blade as he twisted it back and forth in front of the group's resigned gaze.

‘Yet somehow I rose from death. I watched the impossible with my own eyes. You and Taran walked away as I lay there, frozen, unable to move, unable to speak, traumatised by the briefest moment I’d spent in the hells that seemed to last an eternity. As time passed, I wondered if the gods themselves had saved me.’

‘Sorry to disappoint you. But the gods don’t care about you. It seems like I saved you!’ Juliana sneered.

‘How?’

Maya placed her hand on Juliana’s arm, stilling her response.

‘I was pregnant with Juliana. I tried to kill myself when I found Taran’s body, yet her gift was too strong, and she brought us back, the both of us. You being brought back was nothing but a mistake. You just happened to be there next to us. Your resurrection and life was nothing but an accident!’

‘Interesting,’ Daleth mused. ‘Like mother, like daughter, in every way. Only your daughter is more powerful, despite her frailty. Every gift has its curse, damn the gods! But, I must admit, the loss of my gift hit me hard when I realised its absence as I wandered, half-mad, through the wilderness. I’d thought myself destined for greatness, ordained by the gods to rule forever.’

‘How is that working out for you?’ Xander growled.

‘As you can see, I still rule to a lesser degree. I have a castle to my name and am surrounded by those loyal to me. Not everyone was killed in the final battle. Hundreds fled, and as I returned here to recover and plan, many continued to serve.’

‘Well. I’m sorry to disappoint you. But any of your future plans for conquest are about to come to an end, just like the world!’ Rakan chuckled darkly.

‘Conquest? No. I gave up on those plans long ago. But I must admit, I held on to thoughts of vengeance.’

Daleth spun his sword, then returned it to its sheath with a disarming smile.

‘If the world is to end, then let us not die with an empty stomach,’ Daleth laughed, sweeping his hand toward the table. ‘Please, eat your fill!’

Nobody moved, and Daleth sighed.

‘I apologise. I admit to enjoying myself a little too much at your expense, it was too tempting to pass up. But enough is enough. I’m not going to kill you. Not now, not ever, far from it. I’ve seen what waits on the other side for those with dark souls and have no wish to return to the eternal damnation that awaits if I can do something to redeem myself.’

Maya shook her head, incredulous.

‘You’re not going to harm us, or one of your men in your stead?’

‘No.’

‘Nor throw us out the front gates?’

Daleth shook his head.

‘That we’re unshackled and still alive adds some credence to your tale. But what about everything we took from you? Don’t you want it back? How do we believe you when you say you’re not of ill intent?’

Daleth shrugged.

‘I don’t blame you for your distrust. Nor would I blame you for wanting to kill me again. But let me assure you that I’m no longer your enemy. Yes, in years long past, I sought your death, but I cannot express how much I owe you, especially now I understand that it was your daughter who returned me to life. And whilst I once bemoaned what I’d lost, that was only until I learned just how much I’d gained.

‘Safira!’ Daleth shouted toward the hallway and gestured to the seats around the table again.

A tall, dark-haired young woman walked into the room in answer to Daleth’s call. Held in her hands, she bore a silvered tray on which a dozen goblets stood, full to the brim with wine. She moved with confidence, her face a picture of serenity.

‘Well done, Safira. Not a single drop spilt!’

Safira smiled at Daleth’s praise, lighting up the room.

‘You see when I died, my gift was lost,’ Daleth continued, ‘but my curse was also lifted. Now I find myself more gifted than ever before. May I present Safira, my daughter!’

***

‘Bull crap!’ Rakan growled, breaking the stunned silence that followed Daleth’s announcement. ‘The only thing you said that rings true is that you’ll never be our friend. So you’ve got a daughter, well done you! But what about all the hundreds of thousands of sons and daughters who grew up without their fathers and mothers, thanks to you? Do you think two decades of self-pity and fathering a child absolves you? When you die, you’ll go straight back to the seven hells where you belong!’

‘One of those fathers was mine. His name was Drizt, and he died here on these walls facing your army!’ Dristin said, his voice shaking with emotion.

Daleth winced, then bowed his head and sighed.

‘Whatever you say about me will only be true, and whatever you accuse me of, I’ve done, and likely far worse. I can only apologise and try to atone for my deeds. Every day, I pray for forgiveness and guidance, as do all who serve me. Your coming here is no coincidence.’

‘I think you’re full of …’ Rakan interrupted, but Maya laid her hand on his arm.

‘Let him speak,’ she said firmly. ‘Provoking a bear in its own den isn’t wise!’

Rakan subsided with a huff, and Daleth nodded.

‘You’re obviously fleeing an enemy and have come to Tristan’s Folly seeking sanctuary. Here you find me, and whilst there’s a certain amount of irony here, I can’t help but believe this is the moment I’ve been praying for!’

‘Give me my sword, and I’ll happily absolve you of your sins!’ Dristin hissed.

‘Safira. Please leave the wine and fetch our guests’ weapons.’

‘Do you think that wise, Father?’

‘If today is my day to die again, then so be it. I only ask you not to seek vengeance but instead help Maya and her group with …’ Daleth smiled and shrugged. ‘With what exactly?’ he asked. ‘I’m rather intrigued. Tell me. Why is an army pursuing you? What heinous deeds could you possibly have committed? Have you killed another king, Rakan?’

‘Eh. What?’ Rakan spluttered, and Daleth laughed.

‘I took great joy in hearing of that snake Tristan’s demise. I might have hidden from the world, but rumours have a way of finding everyone. The rumours were you killed him. Now I know they were true!’

‘We do not have time for verbal sparring,’ Maya said sharply. ‘The end of days is upon us, Daleth. That army approaching the walls is a horde numbering tens of thousands. Trust me when I say they’re in thrall to the Dark Gods who were erroneously summoned to this world. We’re on a mission to reach Kingshold where this all began, to bring it to an end. If you want to redeem yourself, let us replenish our supplies and go on our way immediately!’

Daleth scratched his chin, pursing his lips.

‘I’m sure the whole story is far bigger than what you’ve just shared. If you had approached me with it two weeks ago, I’d have struggled to believe you as you do me. But we’ve seen huge creatures flying in the distance, and my men and I were set upon by inhabitants of a village we’ve traded with for years.’

‘Did they have green eyes?’ Xander prompted.

Daleth nodded.

‘My men were armed and killed them.’

‘You claim you and your men seek redemption, and yet you still carry weapons and kill?’ Juliana taunted.

‘This area is full of dangerous brigands,’ Daleth said, raising his hands defensively. ‘Law-abiding citizens should be able to defend themselves!’

‘I’ve heard it all now,’ Rakan snorted.

Daleth turned to one of the guards by the door.

‘Baltan, sound the alarm and have everyone fully supplied for two weeks' travel and ready to leave within the half hour. No armour, just swords, daggers and shields. Yalder, Hilar, and Astonas go with him and make sure the gates are further reinforced. Safira. Fetch their weapons as I asked, please!’

‘Yes, Father!’

‘Thank you. Please also bring the two best bows for Lady Maya and Dristin.

Daleth watched as the guards and his daughter ran from the room.

Assuming you don’t kill me when your weapons are returned, my command will be going with you!’

‘We didn’t ask for your help, and nor do we want it!’ Xander declared.

‘Have you any idea of the danger the old Ember Kingdom contains, Xander, son of Taran? Your sister here appears weak, which means one of you will always be engaged in helping her. Whilst rather fearless, the young imp amongst you will also need to be protected!’

Aytern pulled a snarling face and clenched his fists.

Daleth nodded.

‘That leaves just three of you to defend your group from predators, not forgetting the land itself is your enemy too. You’ll never make Kingshold alive!’

Maya turned to Dristin.

‘Put your anger aside, and tell me the truth. What are our chances of getting to Kingshold without his help?’

Dristin sighed, shaking his head, and his shoulders slumped.

‘Even before the Dark God slaughtered the remnants of my unit, I had already lost five souls. They were amongst the best I ever knew. I know each of you is very skilled, I’ve witnessed it myself. But Daleth is right. Maybe one or two of us might make Kingshold alive if we went on our own, but there’s no guarantee.’

‘You might have mentioned that before,’ Rakan said, rolling his eyes.

‘Well. It’s not as though we had a hundred trained soldiers ready to accompany us,’ Dristin shot back.

‘Well, now you do,’ Daleth boomed. ‘So, let’s eat a quick meal and raise a toast!’ He passed around goblets then, after a moment’s hesitation, handed one to a beaming Aytern.

‘I doubt there’s any toast you can raise that we’d drink to!’ Xander challenged.

Daleth nodded, sadness evident.

‘To Taran and Drizt!’ he said.

‘To Taran and Drizt,’ everyone echoed and downed their wine.

***

Galmoth stood atop the temple in the human city of Freemantle and raised his sword. The gem of creation glowed, and the last free residents succumbed to his will. Most were little more than skin and bone, having hidden for weeks until starvation had driven them out of hiding and into the waiting arms of his loyal followers.

‘There are so few,’ Syralis commented at his side. ‘There were hundreds of thousands here, and now barely five. Where are the rest?’

Galmoth looked around.

‘You’re right! A few thousand missing is nothing to be concerned about, but this is unprecedented.’

He searched the minds of those kneeling before him, swiftly found the answer and shook his great head in disbelief.

‘What have you discovered? Tell me!’ Syralis said, leaning forward, her black tongue snaking out to lick his face.

Galmoth pushed her away, irritated.

‘When I left, I commanded that the leader of the Horselords, who had the temerity to attack me, was to be found and brought to me at any cost. It seems she escaped the city, and thus the populace gave chase, save those who were asleep when the pursuit started.’

‘A whole city to pursue one mortal, how ridiculous!’

Galmoth’s face darkened, yet Syralis forged ahead, unperturbed.

‘Explain yourself. Why, beyond her defiance, is she so important?’

Galmoth grunted, his fists clenched.

‘Beyond being gifted, she’s worshipped by those who should only worship us. Look into the minds of any of these people, and she’s a beacon of hope that no amount of sacrifice will extinguish. She has saved them before, and without exception, she carries the hope of the people in this part of the world on her shoulders. Her death will bring them so much misery and me so much pleasure.’

Syralis nodded slowly, her gaze measuring.

‘No one understands the pursuit of pleasure more than me. I don’t agree with your decision, but still, she will have been caught by now. So, let us entertain ourselves by finding our worshippers, and then pulling the limbs from this woman’s body.’

Galmoth smiled wickedly.

‘I find the thought of her death in that fashion very arousing.’

‘I was rather hoping you’d say that,’ Syralis purred, and licked Galmoth’s face again.

This time he didn’t pull away.

***

Baltan leant on the battlements of the third wall at Tristan’s Folly, resisting the urge to run after Daleth and his friends as they headed west along the pass. His whole life had been spent in service to Daleth, and he worshipped the giant king. Not forgetting his brothers-in-arms were some of the finest men he’d ever known, and they’d laughed, fought, and bled together through victory and defeat.

Even when Daleth had removed his amulet, his love and devotion to the man had never waned, nor had his willingness to die for him. Learning of his experience in the seven hells and coming to understand that the path of peaceful redemption was worthier than that of conquest had been truly enlightening.

He’d expected to serve him till the day he died.

But then the last few weeks had seen the world beyond the castle walls change. His peaceful life of redemption, camaraderie, and friendship with the local settlements had disappeared behind green eyes, flashing swords and death.

The sudden change had shaken his belief to the core.

When the Lady Maya had arrived, he’d listened with interest to the talk of gods and, being a man who’d found religion, knew that she and her friends spoke the truth. The thousands of green-eyed possessed trying to scramble up the walls, cemented that belief, and he shivered.

With a sigh and a final glance at his departing friends, he descended the tower stairwell. Daleth had embraced him like a son when he’d volunteered to stay behind and secure the gates in the third wall to further slow the horde. On the face of it, it was suicidal, but his motives were far from selfless, and he had no intention of dying.

No. The Ember Kingdom was deadly, and the expedition would likely die in its unforgiving embrace. If they succeeded and he’d read between the lines correctly, they hoped to defeat the gods. If not, his going with them wouldn’t make a difference, but his staying might mean he could survive this apocalypse.

He approached the righthand gate, which stood open, leaned against it and strained. After a heart-stopping moment, it began to move slowly on its well-greased hinges. All he had to do was close it, cut the rope on the winch that dropped the locking bar into place, and hammer a nail through the bar into the gate behind.

Once he retreated to the keep and its doors were closed, he’d be safe for a long time. It had more supplies of dried fruits, cheeses, meat and water than he could drink in a lifetime.

The horses whinnied loudly behind him across the courtyard.

They’d been left behind, untethered, so that when the horde finally broke through, they could escape into the countryside where they could survive along with the other wild stock.

‘Come on. Move, you bastard!’ Baltan hissed through his teeth and groaned with the strain.

A thump right behind him had him turn, heart crashing in his chest. A few steps short of where he stood, a man lay on the floor, trying to drag himself forward. He was barely more than skin and bones. His clothes were in tatters, and his fingertips were black with frostbite.

Baltan gasped as a further half dozen green-eyed possessed climbed over the rear wall and stumbled toward the steps leading down into the courtyard.

Three slipped on the icy stone and fell from the battlements, writhing in silent agony on the flagstones below. Three made it down and stumbled toward him.

‘Gods, give me strength!’ Baltan groaned, throwing his weight at the giant gate. It moved slowly, but he had it only half closed when he had to stop and draw his sword.

The three emancipated possessed were all suffering from severe exposure with blackened noses, lips and fingers. They came at him one at a time, unarmed, and died silently, almost gratefully.

For a moment, he stood undecided, looking down the pass to the distant figures. Then, with his heart beating frantically and a strength born of desperation, he managed to close the gate and ran to the pulley.

With a desperate cry, he hacked at the rope with his bloodied sword over and again until, finally, it parted. With a boom, the locking bar dropped into place.

Sheathing his sword, he picked up a long iron nail and a heavy wooden mallet. Glancing over his shoulder, he moaned to see more possessed headed toward him. His time had run out.

Five green-eyed men and women moved to intercept him as he cast the mallet aside and sprinted for the keep. Behind them, dozens fell off the battlements whilst others stumbled down the steps. Compared to fighting the desert spears outside the walls of Freeguard, killing these unarmed creatures was easy, but their weight of numbers would quickly overwhelm him.

Gasping from panic and exertion, he ran up the steps to the keep and turned to kill the five who followed at his heels. They literally threw themselves at him, arms outstretched, and he backed away, hacking and slashing till they fell still.

Running inside, he pushed one door closed, dropping a metal bolt into the stonework below. He almost managed to close the second door when he was knocked off balance. A man struggled to push through the narrow gap, and Baltan’s sword plunged into his neck, killing him instantly.

Baltan sobbed as he recognised his mistake. The man’s fallen body had blocked the door from closing. He yanked it open, and a green-eyed man and woman rushed in to leap at him.

He shrugged them off and grabbed the dead man’s legs even as fingers clawed at his throat and eyes. He yanked, and the body slid, causing him to fall over.

He’d dropped his sword but found his dagger and stabbed in a frenzy, kicking and shoving, then managed to wriggle out from under his assailants.

He ran to the doors again as dozens began to ascend the steps, charging up, arms flailing, eyes glowing fiercely. Crying in desperation, he threw his weight against the door, even as arms wrapped around his throat from behind.

Ignoring the incessant squeezing, he slammed the door shut and kicked the bolt down into the ground just in time as the heavy wood shook under the impact of a dozen more bodies.

It was pitch black. No torches were alight, and he twisted in the darkness, trying to break free from the arms around his neck. The stench of his unseen opponent was overwhelming, but despite its fury, he was stronger.

Forcing his arm under the stranglehold allowed him to twist, and he fumbled in the dark, pulling the hands away from his throat, which then scratched across his face. He opened his mouth, gasping for air, and frozen fingers pushed inside. Clamping down with his teeth had no effect other than to have him retching at the putrid taste of dying flesh.

Baltan tripped on something, bringing both of them to the floor, but managed to end up on top. Despite the cold fingers seeking his eyes, he grabbed the unseen head and kept slamming it against the cold flagstones until there was no thump, just a soggy squishing noise.

Then he lay there in the dark and began to cry.

***

Daleth swung his sickle, its razored edge cutting through the tangled mess of bushes and vines before him. The vegetation was hideous, blackened and twisted. Somehow it clung to life with a tenacity only exceeded by the insects’ determination to suck his blood dry if he didn’t constantly swipe them away every other second.

Beneath the frost, everything was wet and sodden, which, allied to the cold, was a potentially deadly combination.

Long gone was the trade road that would have swiftly taken them from Tristan’s Folly to Kingshold. Instead, every footstep had to be fought for. One moment, they’d be on semi-solid ground, cutting a path, and the next, it would be a wide expanse of bubbling marsh interspersed with drunken, leaning trees. Sometimes, the water might only reach his ankles as they gingerly waded across, but at other times, it might be deep enough to swallow a man whole.

‘It’s a good thing you work that right arm of yours most nights,’ Daleth joked to Ostaron, who was hacking away with a vengeance alongside him.

‘Nah. I get Ustdrul to do it for me. That’s why he never gets out of breath,’ Ostaron quipped.

Ustdrul snorted on Daleth’s other side.

‘If you put that sickle handle between your lips and got down on your knees, we’d get to Kingshold much quicker,’ he retorted. ‘You’re so much better with a tool in your mouth than in your hands!’

Laughter rippled behind them, and Daleth smiled.

They were good men, and he cared for them whilst also feeling as guilty as the hells he’d briefly experienced.

Shudders wracked his massive frame as he recalled the horrors that awaited him and his men if they didn’t find redemption.

‘Hey, Dristin. Take the lead, would you?’ he asked, stepping back to pass the sickle to the Eyre archer. Cold eyes stared back at him, and he nodded in acknowledgement. Daleth knew the man wanted him dead and would, at some point, come for him, although he’d yet to decide what to do when that time came.

‘Rank hath its privileges!’ Ostaron snorted.

Daleth laughed good-humouredly.

‘No. I’m going to the rear of the column to make sure they’re keeping up!’

‘Take Ustdrul with you then. He knows all about keeping up the rear!’ Ostaron laughed, then got a face full of frosty, rotting vegetation in retaliation.

Daleth shook his head in mock despair.

Even if death and the seven hells awaited him, for this moment, he was happy. There was nothing like being on the campaign trail, and for once, he was on the side of the light.

He almost laughed out loud as he stood to one side of the column, allowing it to pass. War was never usually as simple as light versus dark, yet perhaps, this time, it was.

He greeted his men by name as they trudged by, laden with supplies. He joked with some and gently mocked others, knowing how to get the best out of each of them. No one complained about leaving their armour behind, although they’d all moaned when he insisted they bring shields instead.

At the centre stomped Rakan, as hard and unyielding as iron. The young boy Aytern at his side, mimicking the older man. There was something about the lad that was impossible not to like. He was fearless, but it was more than that. He watched everyone and listened to everything. His wild-eyed, childlike attention to detail reminded Daleth briefly of Jared the Ranger.

Maya followed, Juliana at her side with Xander just behind.

They all bore the torment of Taran’s death well, yet not the pain that existed between them. Something had happened to cause a rift in this family, and it intrigued him. He chuckled to himself. In times past, he’d kept his mind busy with thoughts of global conquest, and now a family squabble drew him like a child to a pastry.

Safira walked slightly behind Xander, and he caught her eye.

A smile like a summer’s dawn graced her features, and he responded in kind as she continued walking, hand on her sword hilt. She was a consummate warrior whilst remaining the most loving daughter. He only wished her mother still lived.

His heart ached, and he sighed.

Of the hundreds, if not thousands, of women he’d bedded, the one who’d finally caught his heart was a farmer’s daughter who went on to bear him a child. Yet the birth had been too much, and she’d never recovered, dying six months later. Maybe his curse hadn’t entirely left him.

As he studied the faces of his passing men, he perceived their sadness hidden behind bravado and jokes. All were still shocked by having to kill villagers who’d been more than just friends. Partners and wives had fought tooth and nail to bring his men down. The tears his men had shed during and after the event had torn at his soul, especially once they realised all their children had vanished as if they never were.

Of all the decisions he’d made since rising from the grave, the one he regretted most was not allowing his men’s families to live in the keep. His orders might have kept them sharp and dedicated to their simple life of farming, meditation and practising the purity of martial discipline, but they’d come at such a terrible cost.

Warning shouts came from the rear of the column, and Daleth looked over the heads of the column to have his worst fears confirmed.

Hundreds of green-eyed possessed were closing in.

***

‘Four days. All we got was four bloody days,’ Rakan growled as he looked back along the column. We can’t push through this wasteland fast enough to lose them. They might not need to sleep, but we do. When we’re a good two weeks from Kingshold, this isn’t going to end well for us!’

Juliana blanched, and Rakan cursed silently.

‘Don’t worry, Jul. Taran always thinks of …’ Rakan began to say before his brain engaged fully with his mouth. ‘Gods. I’m sorry. Don’t listen to an old fool like me. I was reminiscing about your father, is all, as I’m sure we all do and his name just came to mind. It still seems like yesterday when he, your mum and I fled these lands pursued by the deadliest killers ole Daleth had to throw at us. Every time they came close, either your father or mother somehow got us through things mostly unscathed.’

‘We should sit down when we get the chance, and you can tell me those stories!’ Daleth said. ‘Especially the one where I had you surrounded with over a hundred of my Rangers!’

Rakan looked across, his face impassive.

‘No. We shouldn’t! Just because you’re escorting us doesn’t make you a friend, and even if you’re trying to find absolution for your sins, it doesn’t make me trust you!’

‘Rakan. Enough,’ Maya said softly, and he subsided.

Daleth nodded, unfazed by Rakan’s harshness.

‘Maybe me being here will be therapeutic for you all. Having a common enemy to focus on might help you forget the troubles that exist between you! Safira. Will you lend me your strength at the rear of the column?’

Xander looked at Safira.

‘You should stay here in the middle where it’s safest. I’ll go!’

Safira pulled the widest smile, and Xander blushed, but only until she span, her leg sweeping out as she crouched to send Xander flying onto his back into the soaking mulch.

‘I think you should stay where it’s safest!’ she said sweetly, standing up and tilting her head to one side.

Daleth roared with laughter, as did his men who’d witnessed the scene.

Maya felt her insides clench. Xander’s temper had been incandescent in the past and this humiliation might push him over the edge. Instead, to her relief, he just lay on the ground and joined in the laughter.

‘Would you mind if I at least tagged along, so I can learn from my betters?’ he said, holding up his hand.

Safira stepped forward and grabbed his forearm, and Xander rose smoothly with her assistance.

‘What say you, Father?’

Daleth looked pointedly at Rakan as he addressed Safira.

‘Why not? Just because he’s the son of the man who killed me doesn’t make us enemies!’

The three of them made their way to the rear of the column.

‘By the gods, there’s a lot of them!’ Daleth murmured softly.

‘They’re mostly unarmed, Father. Look at the state of them. They don’t pose much threat!’ Safira said, peering at the bedraggled mass of figures.

‘You haven’t seen them fight like I have, Safira. When we encountered them at the village, however much we pushed them away, they never gave up until they lay dead at our feet. Rakan had it right, we’ll need to sleep, and I fear they won’t let us!’

Xander nodded grimly in agreement.

‘They’ve chased us all the way from Freemantle. We were mounted for a while, and still, they caught us. I don’t believe they could have slept at all.’

Daleth clapped Xander on the back.

‘Xander. I only met your father briefly, but it was enough to realise he was a better man than I. He never studied the art of war like I did, and yet he commanded armies as though he was born to it. He defeated me on the battlefield and in person.’

Xander looked up in surprise at Daleth beside him. He’d heard stories of Daleth his whole life and had formulated a picture of some wretched, tortured beast, not this eloquent and personable giant.

‘I’m sure with Taran’s blood in your veins, you’ll make a fine leader one day,’ Daleth continued. ‘But today, would you let me have the honour?’

Xander nodded, unsure what Daleth was referring to.

Daleth smiled gratefully.

‘SHIELDS!’ he roared.

The sound of curses and nervous laughter echoed along the line as kite shields were unslung from backs and settled onto arms.

Daleth turned around, gesturing to Safira and Xander.

‘Istal, Rasturn, Palance. Your shields, if you please!’

The men passed them over, and Daleth turned back to Xander.

‘I’m sure your father told you, but leading by example is the best way to forge loyalty. Never ask those who follow you to do something you aren’t willing to do yourself first!

‘Istal, run to the front and tell that grumpy greenskin that we need to move faster. Organise three fresh men to take over the lead every time the pace drops.

‘Palance, take charge of thirty men. You’re responsible for the flanks in case our guests envelop us from the sides.

‘Rasturn, you’re responsible for organising three men to rotate in and replace the rear guard every ten minutes.’

‘Why every ten minutes?’ Xander asked Daleth quietly, not wanting to undermine him. ‘We can fight for much longer than that.’

Safira smiled brightly, catching his attention.

‘We are trained to fight off the front foot, pressing our attacks, not fighting as we walk backwards on such treacherous ground. Whoever is fighting needs to know they won’t be left behind and that relief will be coming shortly, or their morale will suffer.’

‘Well done, Safira,’ Daleth said. ‘Now, only stab, not slash or cut. We’re too close together, and it will waste energy.’

‘It seems like the time for talk is over, Father,’ she replied.

Daleth drew his sword and took the middle, towering over Safira and Xander on either side of him.

Xander lifted his shield. No weapons beyond a few daggers were evident in the hands of the nearest possessed, but he remembered being borne down in the sewers and knew the danger that so many people heralded, trained, armed, or otherwise.

He thrust, his sword tip punching through the chest of the first woman to throw herself at him. Daleth’s sword flashed out next to him, and a man fell, clawing at the ground.

A woman launched herself at Safira, who raised her shield, fending off the crazed assault.

Xander watched as she shield-bashed the woman back, once, twice, and despite the ferocious blows, her emancipated attacker still kept coming.

‘Whenever you’re ready,’ Xander heard Daleth say softly. ‘The first is the hardest. Show the men your strength. Let them know you are someone to rely on, someone who can lead!’

Safira lunged with perfect form, then snapped her arm back, gasping.

‘Relax. Slow your breathing, loosen your shoulders, and smile as if it doesn’t matter.’ Daleth continued advising as if an instructor in a training circle.

Safira nodded abruptly, her face pale but determined.

Xander refocussed. A few more green-eyed individuals were ahead of the main group and would be taken care of piecemeal, but things would get nasty after that.

He took Daleth’s advice, loosened his shoulders, and smiled.

***


Chapter XVIII










‘Xander. You need to carry your sister!’

He didn’t know the name of the bearded man who spoke to him, although they’d fought alongside one another several times over the last two days.

‘Thank you!’ he said, forcing a smile as he took Juliana in his arms. Her head lolled against his chest, fast asleep.

‘How can someone so light weigh so much,’ grumbled the man with a taut grin as he sketched a tired salute and headed to the rear.

‘How are you, Son?’ Maya asked, coming to walk alongside.

‘Let me think. Two days without sleep or rest. Two days of endless slaughter, of splashing through half-frozen marsh and bog, sometimes up to our waists in water. It’s an experience I won’t forget. I’m just hoping Juliana will carry me for a few hours when she wakes up!’

Maya smiled, taking a moment to brush some of Juliana’s hair away from her brow, exposing the sign of the blood moon on her forehead.

‘Dristin says there’s some solid ground ahead, an old road or something. It will be a bit easier for a while. I need to go rejoin him. I’ll be back to check on you shortly.’

Maya forced another smile, then jogged past the column until she reached the front.

‘Almost there, Lads,’ Dristin said, hacking away at the vegetation that barred his way. An Eyre bow was secured to his back alongside a quiver of arrows, courtesy of Daleth, but he’d yet to use them. Instead, he’d been key in choosing the route through the treacherous land, and so far, his intuition had been sound.

‘This can’t go on,’ Maya said as Dristin pulled back, allowing another soldier to go to work. ‘The men are dead on their feet, and whilst we’ve still got plenty of food, we’re almost out of drinking water. Once that’s gone …’

Dristin nodded.

‘We need time to boil water, let alone sleep and eat. I just don’t see how that’s possible without being overrun.’

He scowled as Daleth approached.

The only one not to show any fatigue was the giant king. He hated to admit it, but they might have been lost already without Daleth’s boundless energy. He seemed to be everywhere, stepping in to save men who were getting overwhelmed, cajoling, bullying, and generally maintaining order when chaos threatened to destroy them.

He’d even carried Juliana for a short while until Maya had ordered him to put her down. Dristin hated the man even more because he was beginning to admire him. How could he admire the man who had been responsible, not just for his father’s death, but for the deaths of thousands of his people?

One day soon, he’d put an arrow between those giant shoulder blades and watch the life fade from those grey eyes.

‘Oh, come on, Dristin,’ Daleth boomed as he strode over. ‘How are you going to kill me when this is over if we all die here?’

Maya looked at Daleth quizzically.

‘He thinks it’s a secret,’ Daleth laughed. ‘But I never knew an Eyre who was good at dice. They can’t disguise their feelings or lie because they’re as straight as one of their damned arrows! Now, King of the Swamps, think of something!’

Dristin snarled but then shook his head.

‘I’ve tried everything. We swim through the water and are more affected by the resulting cold than they are. They stick on our trail while we get tired of carving it. There’s no way to stop them, we can’t outrun them, and there’s no way to block them. Perhaps you should kill more. That’s something you’ve a reputation for!’

‘A well-earned reputation indeed. But it doesn’t matter how many we kill. There are tens of thousands, if not more. Rakan says almost the entire population of Freemantle chased you. Is that true?’

‘They started by chasing Maya and Taran,’ Dristin muttered.

Daleth laughed.

‘That sounds only too familiar!’

Maya looked sidelong at Daleth. He seemed to be enjoying himself way too much, but something he’d said played on her mind. Maya shut out his conversation with Dristin, trying to think of a way out of their predicament. She and Taran had somehow always managed to escape death at the hands of Daleth’s finest. Sometimes it had been by using her gift, others through strength of arms, or simply just by hiding …’

‘Maybe we can hide!’ she said, and then when Daleth and Dristin continued squabbling, she repeated it louder. ‘I said, maybe we can hide!’

This time, she got their attention, and carried on, her thoughts half-formed.

‘’If it were just me or Dristin out here, we could disappear, never to be found. But with over a hundred of us, we leave a trail that’s impossible to miss. If only we’d swum through the deepest water we could find at the beginning, they’d never have found us!’

Dristin nodded.

‘Hindsight is a wonderful thing. But it’s too late for that now.’

They reached solid ground, and Maya stumbled over a piece of rock hidden under some rotting vegetation. Daleth’s hand snaked out to steady her, and she was too tired to do more than shrug his hand away.

‘What about if we don’t light any torches tonight? They might lose us in the dark?’ she mused, refusing to give up on her idea.

‘They followed our trail without any of their own. I’m sure those pretty green eyes can see in the dark quite nicely,’ Daleth said. ‘We’d get torn apart. We need to find a different way!’

‘So, do you have any great ideas?’ Dristin snapped.

Daleth shrugged.

‘How about I take thirty men with lit torches? We fight a rear guard for as long as we can while the rest of you forge ahead in the darkness. We fight until we’re almost overrun and then lead them due south. With any luck, they’ll follow the torchlight and ignore your trail, giving you time to escape!’

‘You’d die just so we could get away? We might find ourselves agreeing on something after all!’ Dristin crowed.

‘No. We find another way!’ Maya stated firmly.

‘Why?’ Dristin challenged. ‘He gets his redemption, and we get away. Where’s the problem with that?’

‘You aren’t seeing past your thoughts of revenge, Dristin. Just like I couldn’t see past my loss a short while ago. There’s no guarantee they’ll all follow Daleth or overlook our trail. We’ll have split our forces for nothing, lost irreplaceable men, and be the weaker for it.’

‘But another day and night of this, and we’ll lose everyone, anyway!’ Dristin growled, coughing.

‘Then we need to find another way, and fast,’ Maya insisted. ‘Because, whilst I hate to admit it, Daleth’s fate has, and always will be entwined with mine. I fear that without him, we’re doomed.’

Daleth’s laugh was full of good humour as he strode back toward the rear of the line. Destiny hadn’t done with him yet.

***

Rakan’s sword flicked out, and another wretched green-eyed man fell, only to be trampled by the hundreds behind him. He lifted his shield, and bashed the next possessed, then stumbled a few steps backwards to ensure he didn’t drop behind the column.

‘Decent form for a tired, old man,’ Zatanna laughed on his right, executing a thrust of his own.

Rakan spat, trying to wet his lips. His throat was parched, and it was hard to speak.

‘Tired? I can go all day and night,’ he croaked.

‘Gods. I’d joke about that, but I’m too tired,’ moaned Falasta on his left. ‘On the other hand, I swear my arms are so weak, I won’t have the strength to pleasure myself for the next two weeks.’

Rakan snorted.

‘You youngsters have no stamina! I’ve had practice. When you boys attacked Tristan’s Folly, you didn’t let up for days on end. This isn’t that much different.’

‘I beg to differ … it’s twenty-five years different,’ Zatanna quipped. ‘Gods, I felt immortal back then, right up until the last battle. I miss those days. Not the killing mind you, just the boundless energy.’

Rakan’s sword tore through the throat of a woman so thin, she looked like a skeleton and then took a man in the heart who was nearly naked, his skin blackened from exposure.

‘You were a Nightstalker once, weren’t you?’ Falasta gasped, thrusting three times in quick succession. He hissed in frustration as while they all landed, only two proved deadly. The man he’d wounded fell and grabbed at his feet. More possessed surged forward as he frantically tried to kick himself free.

Rakan stabbed down through the back of the man’s neck, steadied Falasta, then returned to fending off his own attackers, his shield high to keep those grasping hands at bay.

‘Glad I never faced you in your prime,’ Zatanna muttered as he observed Rakan’s form. ‘I don’t reckon I’d be here today!’

Despite breathing raggedly, Rakan laughed. He stepped back but felt his boot heel get caught on a rock. His legs were exhausted, and he couldn’t stop himself from falling. What little breath he had in his lungs whooshed out, and the possessed were upon him. Fingers clawing at his face as he struggled weakly to fend them off.

He could hear muffled shouts of alarm through the rushing in his ears. His heart beat so frantically, and he struggled to push those on top of him away, but it was to no avail. The weight of bodies increased, and he found it harder to breathe.

Then, above the thudding of his heart, he heard roaring, the pressure eased, and weak daylight appeared.

He blinked in disbelief as the giant figure of Daleth loomed over him, throwing the bodies of the possessed that had buried him into the midst of the approaching horde. He watched as Daleth flung the last body spinning to knock over half a dozen green-eyed possessed.

‘Do you want me to hold your pretty little hand, or can you get up on your own?’ Daleth laughed, drawing his sword to continue his attack.

Falasta and Zatanna grabbed Rakan under the armpits and half-dragged him after the column whilst two more soldiers ran to assist Daleth.

‘I’m alright now,’ Rakan managed to gasp, his vision blurred.

‘Rakan!’

Suddenly, Juliana and Maya’s arms were around him, supporting him even as they urged him to keep walking. Yet he knew he couldn’t go on for much longer, nor could anyone.

‘I’m just a little winded, is all,’ Rakan groaned. ‘Some water wouldn’t go amiss!’

Juliana shook her head.

‘There’s no drinking water left.’

‘Xander!’ Maya called.

A few moments later, Xander came over. His usual confidence and poise were gone as he half-dragged his feet. He managed a smile, but it didn’t fool anyone.

‘Help Rakan!’ Maya ordered. ‘I need to speak with Dristin!’

Maya coughed as she approached the front of the column. The air was foul, smelling like rotten eggs. Others coughed around her. Without water, everyone was parched and suffering from dehydration. Several men looked delirious, stumbling along like drunkards as she passed by.

‘Dristin!’

The Eyre archer turned to face her. His bloodshot eyes and pale visage no doubt mirrored her own, but Maya was still shocked at the archer’s appearance.

‘More bad news,’ he laughed darkly, then coughed. ‘There’s deep water ahead, and to make matters worse, the air might kill us before the possessed do. ‘See over there … and there?’

Maya looked off to both sides of the column to see hundreds of blackish bubbles the diameter of a wagon wheel bulging from the water.

‘The air we’re breathing is thick with marsh gas. We’ll struggle to breathe, let alone swim. I doubt we’ll have strength left to fight if we manage to reach the other side. We should make a final stand here!’

Daleth came striding over.

‘Why are we slowing?’ he asked, looking ahead. ‘A swim will freshen everyone up!’ Yet his humour didn’t reach the troops around him, who were too tired to think much beyond putting one foot in front of the other. ‘Come on, Maya. You’ve got out of worse than this before. Come up with something!’

Maya looked back along the column. It had come to a standstill, and the soldiers were fighting as if barely alive. Beyond them, a sea of green eyes lit up the marsh, the possessed waiting their turn.

A hand took hers, and she looked down to see Aytern standing dishevelled beside her. His brown eyes peered from under his tousled hair and locked with hers, full of hope and … something else.

Despair rose like a tidal wave as vivid memories crashed through her mind. Taran’s recent demise, and before that, his death on the hillside overlooking Freeguard, even the time she’d believed him dead at Tristan’s Folly.

She staggered under the weight of such sorrow and the knowledge that the past never stopped shaping the future.

***

Daleth swung his sword right to left, the hideously swollen belly of a man splitting open before him, intestines falling out like worms.

With his reverse swing, he took out a woman’s throat.

Every movement felt painfully slow, and yet not one of his blows failed to kill. Once, he’d have gloried in such slaughter, but there was nothing to be gained here except for a few more breaths. Occasionally the possessed wielded shortswords, daggers, knives and the occasional staves, but none were trained, and their silent deaths felt tragic.

In comparison, Axon’s death a short while before had been painfully loud as he was pulled into the marsh, thrashing wildly as he tried vainly to keep his head above water. His screams had wrenched at Daleth’s heart, but he’d been too beset to save him.

Ten men had volunteered to fight alongside him, of which only four were left. Ten men and Safira, but there was no way he’d allow his daughter on this mission. She hadn’t fought his command, but her eyes had betrayed her thoughts. Knowing that she loved him was a gift he didn’t deserve, but it was one he’d happily take with him to this watery grave.

Each one fought independently now, standing a little apart.

Their efforts reminded him of rocks being overwhelmed by a rising tide. Yet every time it seemed as if they’d be submerged for good, they fought back, and the tide briefly receded.

Daleth risked a glance over his shoulder and was relieved there was no sign of the column struggling through the water. Some of the possessed had bypassed his rear-guard, thrashing after them, but most stayed on the rocky ground upon which their last stand was being fought.

‘Every minute we hold, gives our brothers a chance at life!’ he shouted, splitting a skull open. He stumbled but recovered himself just in time, shield-bashing two men to the rocky ground. His shield arm was going numb, whilst his sword arm was little better.

Raftarn went down under half a dozen bodies, his demise strangely quiet as fingers and teeth tore at him, the possessed like rabid animals.

Fasgarn was next. Daleth managed to get him to his feet, throwing emancipated men and women aside, but it was a short-lived respite. Fasgarn’s legs just gave way from one moment to the next, and he sank to the floor, his sword falling from his grasp.

His mute look toward Daleth was all he needed.

‘See you soon, Fasgarn. But hopefully not in the seven hells!’

His thrust was perfect, and Fasgarn fell, his heart clove in two. He even managed a faint smile as he died.

Green-eyed men and women leapt at Daleth, and he thrust, kicked and elbowed as he fought them off. He threw aside his shield, drew his dagger, and fought to where Zatanna and Falasta stood.

‘Bastard,’ gasped Falasta, and collapsed, a sword in his chest, wielded by a possessed who’d taken it from one of Daleth’s other fallen men.

Zatanna screamed in rage and frustration as his sword was wrenched from his grasp. Hands grabbed at his legs and arms, but he pulled his dagger free and stabbed in a frenzy.

A flash caught Daleth’s eye.

Without hesitation, he dropped his weapons, turned toward the side of the path and charged through the possessed, dragging Zatanna along with him.

He tripped, falling to his hands and knees, thrusting Zatanna ahead as bodies leapt on him. He crawled forward, shaking his head to keep the fingers from his eyes. With a final roar of effort, he rose up, throwing the bodies aside, and then ran and dove into the murky depths of the marsh just as the world turned red.

He stayed below the surface, keeping his eyes open through sheer force of will as the detritus of the marsh filled them.

Above the surface, bright, searing light lit the water, allowing him to avoid logs and tree trunks that rose up like drunken tombstones from the depths.

Already exhausted, his lungs ached, begging for breath, but still, he swam, his broad strokes and powerful kicks driving him through the depths. This was not how he wanted to die, drowning in some festering marsh.

A few more kicks, and he was at his limit, his lungs convulsing, demanding he draw breath. He breached the surface with his eyes closed and gasped in scorched air, feeling his wet skin tighten and blister immediately before he dove back down.

It hadn’t been near enough, but it had to be. He pushed and pushed, angrily challenging himself to another stroke, then another, before surfacing again.

This time, whilst the heat was painful, it wasn’t agonising. Two quick breaths, and he dove below again, this time forcing himself to take slower strokes, trying to calm his heart to allow himself to stay below the surface for longer.

The dark shape of a tree angled through the water, and he grabbed the slimy trunk, pulling himself around to the far side.

He surfaced carefully to find the swamp still on fire. The trunk of the tree he used for cover was burning above the waterline, puffs of flame occasionally shooting out with a fizz of boiling sap.

Each breath burnt his throat, yet he sucked what little air in he could. His eyes stung and watered profusely, yet through the blur, as far as he could see, the swamp burned.

How something so wet could burn so fiercely was beyond him, yet bubbles of marsh gas constantly rose to the surface and continued to feed the inferno. How many of the possessed died was impossible to determine, but there would have been thousands outside the blast radius who would likely continue the pursuit.

Yet, while the fires burned, this area was impossible to pass. He just hoped it would burn for a long time yet.

Bodies smouldered nearby as they floated in the water. Some were undoubtedly from the column. The crossing would have been too much for many of them, and no one would have had the strength to save people from drowning.

Braving the heat, he swam on the surface, burning debris and ash raining down to hiss in the water all around him. Occasionally, he ducked under to find some relief and to keep the skin of his face and hair wet to protect him.

It seemed an age until the water was finally shallow enough to stand in. Daleth bent forward, forcing himself to vomit. Very little came up, but what did looked foul. Around him, the bodies of many of his men floated, so desperately close to land. To have got this far, only to succumb, was tragic.

He kept the fires at his back as he waded, looking for the trail left by the column. They wouldn’t have gone too far. Not that anyone was expecting him. His rear-guard action had been considered suicidal.

A body bumped against his legs, and he turned it over.

‘Ortais, you were a loyal friend,’ he muttered sadly. He wondered if Zatanna had made it. He couldn’t risk shouting, so continued to wade through the thick morass.

Perhaps the one benefit of being singed and stinking was that the insects left him alone, probably finding him too foul to snack on.

Solid ground rose invitingly out of the water ahead, and Daleth found himself smiling. After a hundred years of killing, of being the death of nations, of being the villain, it felt good to be a returning hero.

There was no doubt he had a long way to go to atone for his lifetime of sins, but every small step now took him in the right direction.

As he stumbled ashore, boot and scuff marks were evident and he laughed softly, relieved. Surely, the gods were smiling on him. Then again, when only the Dark Gods had returned, maybe he’d rather they didn’t.

He knelt in the damp soil for a while, his head bowed, the soft roar of the inferno at his back strangely soothing. His heart finally slowed, and some strength returned to his giant limbs.

With a great sigh, he stood, and threw his long wet hair back, rubbing his face. With any luck water would be boiling and a camp already set.

He was about to follow the trail when a figure stepped out of the undergrowth two dozen steps ahead. He tensed, ready to fight, then relaxed. The slight, compact figure could only belong to Dristin, the gleaming bow an unnecessary confirmation.

‘I never thought I’d be glad to see you,’ Daleth laughed. ‘How many made it across?’

Dristin stepped forward, silent, his face impassive and raised his bow, an arrow notched and drawn, aimed straight at Daleth’s chest.

Daleth snorted. Now any gods would definitely be laughing.

He knelt, opened his arms, and looked to the sky. If only he could have seen the sun shine before the seven hells took him. Sadly, the thick smoke, the dark cloud beyond, and the jagged, haunted trees, like skeletal hands looming over him, were the perfect preparation for where he was destined to end up.

He smiled a final time at Dristin. It felt right to end this way.

The Eyre archer nodded back and released.

***

Maya propped herself up on one elbow, refusing to let sleep claim her.

Her plan had worked, spurred by the memory of Daleth’s fire arrows separating her from Taran at Tristan’s Folly, but the cost had been terrible.

Of the eighty or so who attempted the crossing while Daleth and his volunteers sacrificed themselves, only around forty had the strength to make it to safety.

By common silent assent, those survivors had collapsed around three hundred steps from the marshy shore and lay strewn around as if dead. The rise and fall of chests was the only indication that life remained.

Everything pulsed with an orange and red glow as raging flames reflected off clouds barely visible through the rotting canopy of decaying trees. The air was warm and thick with harsh, acrid smoke, and Maya struggled to contain a coughing fit.

Xander lay by her side, having succumbed to exhaustion. He’d swum with Juliana clinging to his shoulders the whole way. Tears helped cleanse her eyes as she reached out to tenderly brush wet hair back from his filthy face. To think she had, for a while, been blinded by loss to how much he meant to her.

Rakan lay with Aytern curled alongside him on her other side.

‘Mother, are we safe?’

Maya couldn’t help but smile. Juliana was surprisingly one of the few who had some energy left and was wide awake on the other side of Xander.

‘While those fires burn. Yes.’

‘What can I do?’

‘Short of praying for Lunastra to come and save us, I fear there’s no rest for us. We can’t afford the luxury of sleep. Come, I’ll need your help!’

Maya struggled upright and gave Juliana a brief, wet hug. They were both soaked, and only the hot, smoky air prevented them from succumbing to the cold that would return as soon as the fires died.

‘I need you to gather whatever packs you can find. Most were probably dropped during the crossing, but we have to hope there are enough.’

‘How can I help?’

Maya turned to find Safira approaching. Like everyone, she was, exhausted, drenched and covered in grime.

‘Typical men,’ Safira huffed. ‘They get to sleep while the women do the work,’ and a dazzling smile brightened her filthy face.

Juliana laughed.

Maya felt strangely resentful. Safira was the daughter of her family’s arch-enemy… and yet she caught herself from following that train of thought further. Children couldn’t choose their parents, and Daleth had just sacrificed himself so that the mission might continue.

She studied Safira closely and recognised the familiar pain of loss barely held in check hidden behind a brave face.

Maya opened her arms, and Safira stepped into her embrace.

No words passed between them, none were needed.

Maya stepped back, a sense of purpose driving her fatigue aside.

‘Safira, help Juliana gather all the packs and supplies. Then we need a fire and water boiling for drinking and cooking. Get to it!’

Maya watched briefly as they both set off, side by side. Safira towered over Juliana, yet from their broad smiles, animated hands, and intense conversation, they could have been sisters.

She shook her head and began moving swiftly, checking on the survivors, rolling some onto their sides if they were struggling to breathe. She tossed any packs or pouches towards Safira or Juliana and began gathering any empty water skins and weapons.

Every now and then, dizziness threatened to overwhelm her, but taking care of the survivors was the best way to keep her family safe. There was strength in numbers, and she needed to preserve each and every one.

With every step, her feet squelched in her boots, and Maya took a moment to empty them. Clothes and equipment would need to be dried, food cooked and eaten, and any wounds cleaned and tended to.

Maya spied movement back along the trail they’d taken and quickly snatched up two swords.

‘HERE!’ she hissed and tossed one to Safira as she ran toward the trail. Sure enough, her keen eyesight hadn’t failed her, a figure approached carrying something.

‘It’s your Eyre friend. I’ll get back to work,’ Safira said, relief evident in her voice and ran back to Juliana.

‘Dristin!’ Maya called softly and stepped onto the path. ‘Where did you go?’

‘I wanted to make sure we weren’t followed,’ he said. ‘It was a good thing I did. Quite a few possessed had made it through. I don’t know if they can communicate with their fellows, but they definitely can’t now!’

‘I hadn’t thought of that. Good job. How is it looking back there?’

‘Like the end of the world!’ he joked with a quick smile. ‘All fire and ash!’

‘Rather appropriate then,’ Maya said.

Dristin raised his arm.

‘There were a few bodies floating in the water. I managed to get a pack off of one.’

‘Shame there was only one. We need more.’

‘There were more. So it’s a good thing I found a donkey to carry some!’ Dristin chuckled, nodding over his shoulder.

‘A donkey?’ The speaker’s voice was tired but full of humour. ‘Better a donkey than a swamp rat like yourself!’

‘Daleth?’ Maya gasped as she saw the giant king struggling along the trail laden with packs. ‘You made it!’

‘Apparently, I have. Would you believe Dristin here saved my life? Seems like I’d brought a few possessed along with me. Thankfully, he managed to shoot straight, although, for a moment, I thought he was going to kill me.’

‘For a moment, I really was!’ Dristin sighed.

Daleth snorted.

‘I thought so. So why didn’t you?’ he asked.

‘It's best not to ask me that, in case I can’t come up with a good enough reason and decide to do it after all!’ Dristin growled, but he subsequently chuckled and shook his head. ‘Maybe because we’d all be dead if not for you!’

‘Does that make me a hero?’ Daleth asked.

‘Father!’ Safira called, running over to throw herself at Daleth.

He dropped the packs just in time to catch her and stumbled backwards a few steps as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

Maya watched as the giant king closed his eyes, held Safira close, and felt herself choke up. What she wouldn’t give to see Juliana or Xander run into Taran’s arms a final time.

‘Come,’ she said to Dristin. ‘We have lots to do and so little time!’

‘What about him?’ The archer asked, jerking his thumb at Daleth.

‘Let the unlikely hero have this moment with his daughter,’ Maya replied. ‘For who knows if there will be any more!’

***

Baltan peeked over the balcony into the courtyard below and blanched.

The gates to both the rear and third wall had long been reopened, and thousands upon thousands of the possessed had run, stumbled, or crawled between them over the following days.

However, no more had passed since sunrise, and he mumbled a silent prayer of thanks. Who knew when it would be safe to leave Tristan’s Folly, but he wouldn’t be attempting that any time soon. The cold weather would help keep the stores fresh. He just had to wait this out. The only problem were the rats and decomposing corpses inside the entrance.

Rats could destroy his stores if they bred, and that was something he couldn’t afford to happen. Those bodies had to be disposed of.

He returned to the planning room and rested his hands briefly on the hilt of his sword and dagger. He was armoured in light chainmail, with metal arm guards and greaves. Not that any of the possessed ever seemed to wield weapons, yet it gave a feeling of security which he desperately needed.

He lit an oil lamp and made his way down the hall to the stairwell.

‘Come on, Baltan. Let’s get it over with!’

His bootsteps echoed as he began his descent. He hated the quiet and the darkness that now prevailed throughout the keep. When his brothers-in-arms and Daleth had been here, this place had felt alive. The laughter and camaraderie they enjoyed were irreplaceable.

He regretted not going with them. It would have been better to live his last days amongst friends than here alone.

Yet the more he considered it, the more he believed that might still happen. After all, who could stop legends like the Witch King and the Lady Maya now that they had joined forces?

He shook his head in wonderment.

To have even been in the same room as Maya was a blessing, and he’d tell his children about it one day if he ever had any.

Occasional arrow slits let in some welcome light, but as he descended toward the entrance, everything beyond the reach of his lamp was nothing but darkness in which spirits lurked. This place had seen so much death, and it wouldn’t surprise him if the ghosts of those he’d killed when Tristan’s Folly first fell chuckled over his current torment.

He finally reached the entrance chamber and swallowed hard.

Death was something he was familiar with. But the bodies of those he’d slain had practically been skeletons even before their death. What terrible force had driven them onwards when they should have died a long time ago?

He placed the lamp on the floor and stood before the two gates, hands shaking.

He remembered the days of wearing Daleth’s amulet when he’d felt nothing more than bloodlust or anger and wished he had one around his neck now.

‘Don’t worry. They’re all dead!’

All dead. All dead. All dead.

His words echoed over and over, and he shivered.

Taking a deep breath, he gingerly slid back the locking bar. It creaked, and he winced, nerves on edge. He waited, but no banging shook the timbers. Emboldened, he lifted the thick locking bolt that nestled within its flagstone socket.

Drawing his sword, he leant backwards, pulling on the sturdy metal handle, and the gate slowly swung inward.

‘Gods!’ he whimpered, jumping backwards as several bodies that had piled against the closed doors tumbled into the keep. They were frozen solid, rigid as stone, and as dead as if he’d run them through with his sword.

He stumbled out into the grey daylight, tiny snowflakes drifting down to cover the carpet of bodies that stretched from gate to gate. So many had fallen and been trampled by those coming from behind, uncaring as to the fate of those beneath their feet.

Sheathing his sword, he marched purposely back into the keep and began dragging the corpses out and down the steps to join the hundreds of others.

It was a job well done, and he looked at the gates the possessed had opened. Better for him if they were closed again. Better for Daleth, Maya and the others, in case more came this way.

He made his way carefully over the undulating sea of bodies to the eastern-facing gates. Faint movement along the broken surface of the trade road leading toward Freemantle had him shake his head. Several frozen possessed, clinging to their unholy lives, crawled along the road of corpses a handspan at a time toward the keep.

Unbelievable.

He turned his attention to the right hand gate, then realised attempting to close it without equipment was a lost cause. The bodies at his feet were frozen in place. He’d need a pickaxe to break them apart to clear the way for the gates to shut.

A shadow passed over him, and he shivered.

Damn his fear!

He’d return to the keep, get a pickaxe and spend all day doing what he should have done in the first place ... secure the keep for his king!

A heavy flapping overhead stopped him in his tracks. Wind buffeted him, and snow swirled in a maelstrom as a smell that made him want to retch filled the air.

He turned slowly, shielding his face, to find two of what he now knew were Dark Gods in the courtyard. Green-eyed like the possessed, they bore foreboding weapons with gems that matched their eyes.

Gods or no, he could smell their evil, let alone perceive it in their baleful glare. His legs shook uncontrollably … this was the end. If only he’d accompanied Daleth and Maya.

The thought of their mission steeled his nerve, and he drew his sword. He’d die like the proud warrior he’d once been.

‘My king and the Lady Maya will find a way to kill you!’ Baltan shouted, then roared as he charged.

***

Galmoth and Syralis relaxed, spent from their joining. Death was such an aphrodisiac, and the hundreds of frozen bodies around them in the courtyard of the human ruins were an erotic work of art that had given rise to an unstoppable passion that had lasted half a day.

Galmoth met Syralis’s satiated yet somewhat disapproving stare.

She still judged him harshly, believing his order for the city to hunt down the human Queen of the Horselords a costly mistake.

Having flown over a trail of bodies numbering at least a hundred thousand that reached all the way back to Freemantle, he was beginning to doubt its wisdom too, especially as their prey still eluded them.

‘Shall we see what our latest follower has to share with us,’ Galmoth projected.

Syralis’s long tongue flicked out to lick her face, and as one, they dove into the human’s mind.

His anguish at their presence was exquisite as they savagely ripped pieces of conversations and images from his mind to create a collage of memories that told them everything they needed to know.

‘I still question the order you gave.’ Syralis’s words echoed in his mind. ‘True. Two gifted ones, both legends in the eyes of this human, both known to have risen from the grave, seek our destruction. Yet I still ask. What threat can two mortals pose? What harm can they do by simply returning to the castle the creator gods sent us to?’

Galmoth shrugged his shoulders and opened his wings wide.

‘Nothing, I’m sure.’

Syralis eyed him shrewdly.

‘You only do that when you’re hiding something. I’ve known you since the dawn of time. What are you hiding, Galmoth?’

Syralis reached down, her fingers grasping between Galmoth’s thighs, and squeezed, her eyes narrowing.

‘This can grow back if I tear it off, but it won’t be pleasant. Now tell me what you’re hiding!’

Galmoth snarled, but Syralis increased the pressure, her long nails puncturing his skin.

‘I should kill you for this!’ he hissed.

Syralis shook her head.

‘Just tell me, and I’ll make the pain go away,’ she moaned, leaning in to bite his ear.

Galmoth wasn’t sure he wanted the pain to go away.

‘The creator gods didn’t return us there!’

‘And?’ Syralis relaxed her hand and began to gently stroke.

‘It was a human who summoned us by reading a spell from an ancient magical tome,’ Galmoth groaned, his eyes closing.

Syralis snatched her hand away.

‘You lied,’ her furious voice screamed in his head. ‘You told us the creator gods had listened to your prayers and brought us home!’

‘So, I lied. That’s what we do. It’s of no matter!’

‘Of course, it matters. You think you’re so wise, but you fail to see they’re journeying there to find that tome to banish us to the void once again!’ Syralis’s tongue flickered in and out, her head twisting left and right, her neck cracking.

‘I am not blind, Syralis!’ Galmoth’s voice hissed in her head. ‘The tome is destroyed!’

‘Do not lie about this, Galmoth!’

‘On this, I speak the truth. I destroyed it myself!’

‘But how do they know to go there?’

Galmoth pulled aside some images of people from the human’s mind and mentally laid them out for Syralis to see.

‘The small green one was there when I was summoned. The even smaller female human also witnessed our arrival in spirit form.’

‘Why didn’t you kill them?’

‘The green one escaped. But it was for the best, for he led us to The Eyre!’

‘And the female, Galmoth. What about the female?’

Galmoth flinched under Syralis’s piercing stare.

‘Lunastra saved her.’

‘WHAT?’

Galmoth bowed his head.

Syralis reached her hand out to cup his chin; her nailed fingers digging into his flesh until he met her gaze.

‘Don’t you see, that bitch of a Bright God is somehow guiding them! She saw to us being banished before and seeks to do so again! Thank the creator gods for your petty quest for vengeance. This isn’t over. We need to find those humans quickly and rip them apart limb from limb before they can carry out Lunastra’s plans. We then destroy that castle and raise a temple to us in its place. Only then can we rest!’

Galmoth nodded, grateful for Syralis’s clarity of vision. He stood, then leapt, wings beating powerfully into the sky, Syralis alongside.

‘I was wrong to keep this from you, Syralis. Let us finish this once and for all. A whole world awaits us.’

‘No,’ Syralis corrected him. ‘I will follow your dreams. There is a whole universe!’

***


Chapter XIX










‘Three times we’ve set fire to the marshes. How many do you think are left?’ Xander murmured as he knelt in the frosty mulch next to Daleth.

‘A few thousand, maybe less,’ the huge king responded. ‘More than enough to overwhelm us, although how they’re still alive is beyond me.’

‘I could say the same about you,’ Xander muttered.

Daleth swiped at a cloud of voracious swamp flies.

‘I won’t be for much longer if these insects keep eating me piece by tiny piece. I understand why they don’t munch on our green-skinned friend, but why they don’t bother you and your family is beyond me.’

‘Oh. I just ask them!’

Daleth snorted and slapped Xander on the back.

‘Good one.’

‘No. I’m serious. I’ve been able to talk with animals for as long as I can remember. Insects don’t exactly communicate, but they’re responsive to my thoughts.’

Xander lifted a finger, and a hoverfly drifted down to settle on the tip, where it began cleaning itself.

‘Incredible,’ Daleth whispered, peering at the tiny creature. ‘Could you ask these devil flies to leave me alone then?’

‘I could,’ Xander said with a sly smile.

Daleth sighed.

‘Haven’t I redeemed myself somewhat these last days?’

Xander shook his head.

‘I fear your redemption will take more than a few days of good deeds.’

Daleth rubbed his bristled chin with a hand almost the size of Xander’s head.

‘You’re likely right, Xander. Even before I attacked the Freestates, I was responsible for the destruction of whole civilisations across the endless sea. I always believed my curse was to never sire children, but it was much more than that. Those loyal to me wore amulets that confused their moral compass, whereas once my gift manifested itself, I didn’t need an amulet to lose mine forever. I was blind to the hurt I caused others. After my rebirth, I wept over the wrongs I’d committed, not just because of what I experienced in the seven hells, but because I simply couldn’t believe what I’d done.’

Xander shook his head.

‘You don’t believe me?’

‘Actually, I do. My life until recently was much the same. My curse ensured I saw the world through hateful eyes right up until …’

Daleth waited silently, then sighed.

‘Your father died?’

Xander nodded, then suddenly shook his head, tears brimming, threatening to stream down his dirty face.

‘Until I killed him,’ he whispered.

Daleth gripped Xander’s shoulder.

‘Now I understand the pain you all bear,’ Daleth said softly. ‘I used to think we made our own paths through life, that our victories and mistakes were ours to make. Now I’m not so sure.’

Xander took a deep breath, calmed himself and pulled a quick, pained smile.

‘I appreciate you saying that. I truly do. Now you’ve earned yourself some respite,’ and he gestured to the cloud of flies who dissipated a moment later.

‘What about my men?’ Daleth asked.

‘The flies have to eat something. Otherwise, they’ll not listen to me.’

Daleth shrugged.

‘Fair enough. Somewhat undermines my ethos of leading by example, but we can keep such things between us!’

Xander smiled gratefully and eased himself upright, leaving Daleth to watch the possessed as he walked back to the temporary camp.

‘How long do we have?’ Juliana asked as Xander approached.

‘An hour at most.’

Juliana’s shoulders slumped.

‘I don’t think I can continue,’ she said, her voice barely a whisper.

‘If I have to carry you every step of the way, I’ll do so, Jul.’

‘But you’re exhausted!’

Xander crouched next to his sister.

‘You’ve carried me my whole life … you, mother, father, and Rakan. What’s a few days compared to that?’ he said, then enfolded Juliana in a warm embrace, which she returned without hesitation.

Maya finished refilling some water skins with boiled water, then came over.

‘Your father would have loved to see that,’ she said.

‘Family was everything to him,’ Rakan added, stomping over with Aytern at his side. ‘I just hope you can carry me as well. I’m on my last legs too.’

Aytern beat his chest and flexed his arms, looking up meaningfully, and everyone laughed.

‘Another year or two, and you’ll be able to carry us all!’ Rakan said, looking fondly down on the young lad.

Maya passed out apples and chunks of cheese from the remaining salvaged supplies, and for a while, only the sound of eating interrupted the silence. No crumb was left uneaten, and afterwards, Maya passed around a water skin. It was a short-lived but pleasant moment. Around them, at a distance, Daleth’s men did the same.

Once everyone was finished, Maya ensured everything was secured and packed away. As she did a final check, Safira approached with Daleth’s towering form just behind. They walked as if slightly drunk, focussing on every step to ensure they didn’t trip. Juliana’s tired face brightened, and although it still irked Maya that Juliana had struck up a friendship with the girl, what surprised her most was Xander’s subtle interest in Daleth’s tall daughter as his eyes flickered over her.

The giant king stood above them.

‘I’m sure Xander’s told you, but it won’t be long before the possessed catch us, and there’s no more marsh or gas from hereon to slow them. It will be swords and daggers again soon, and we’ve precious little strength to wield those. But Kingshold isn’t too far now. Dristin tells me the keep can still be secured. We’ll be safe once there.’

Daleth looked around at his men, snatching a few moments of rest as they ate and drank in silence.

‘On your feet, you lazy lot,’ he bellowed, startling everyone. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m impatient to get home!’

A tired cheer met his announcement.

Dristin whistled, and every eye turned toward the Eyre archer.

‘We move out in five!’ he shouted. ‘Anyone who falls behind stays behind. We push hard, and we’ll be in Kingshold before nightfall.’

All around, men readied themselves.

Rakan reached down to grab Juliana’s wrist, Aytern mimicking the gesture, and together, they pulled her up.

Xander grunted as Juliana leapt onto his back, and he wrapped his arms under her legs as hers went around his neck.

Daleth selected three men and Safira as the rear guard who began checking their weapons.

Maya looked at Rakan, and he nodded back as did Aytern at his side.

The race was back on.

***

Safira’s screams, and Daleth’s bellows rose from the rear.

Xander’s head whipped around.

‘Go!’ Rakan croaked. ‘Aytern and I have got Juliana!’

Xander attempted to run but couldn’t manage more than a stumbling jog. His heart raced with the effort, and he wondered if he would do more harm than good. Yet, next to Daleth, he was the strongest in the group. The rest could barely walk, and there were only sixteen of Daleth’s men left.

He barely remembered to drag his sword free as he approached the figure of the giant king who stood with his feet wide, braced against the tide of bodies that came against him as he swung tiredly with a blade so dulled it was almost a club.

There was no sign of the two other men or Safira, who’d been at Daleth’s side. From his exhausted swings, he’d soon fall. The possessed were already beginning to pass him, some stumbling up the trail toward Xander while others remained, trying to pull the giant king down from behind.

For a moment, Xander considered turning around and leaving Daleth to his fate, yet he cast the notion aside a heartbeat later. Daleth had saved them all at one time or another, always putting his own life in danger. How could he allow himself to be a lesser man than the evil king of legend?

Xander killed every possessed who came toward him as efficiently as possible. No war cry or grunt of exertion left his lips, for he had no strength left for either. Fortunately, the possessed were in an even worse shape. Without exception, they resembled the dead walking. Gone were the frenzied assaults, rather, they just stumbled forward with barely enough strength to lift their hands to grasp at those who withstood them, but by now, it was enough.

Xander’s vision blurred, and he stabbed with sword and dagger and staggered onwards. Sometimes he inflicted superficial wounds, unable to generate enough power for a decisive blow, yet the possessed fell irrespective, the impact enough to knock them off their feet, the shock of the injury or fall sufficient to kill them or render them immobile.

Daleth crashed to his knees, trying to pull the possessed off him, but for each one he flung aside, two others took their place. He’d dropped his sword and continued to punch and stab with the dagger in his left hand.

Xander fought his way to his side and, for a moment, stemmed the flow of possessed, allowing Daleth to regain his feet.

‘Let’s go,’ Xander gasped.

‘I can’t,’ Daleth said, nodding at a pile of bodies before him. ‘Safira is under there!’

‘But we can’t hold them!’

‘Then you’re a bloody fool!’ Daleth laughed weakly. ‘You should have run!’

‘You didn’t,’ groaned Xander.

Xander’s sword was wrenched from his grasp as it got trapped in the ribs of a falling man. Without the long weapon, the possessed closed in, reaching out to grab him, pulling at his arms and body. He struggled to stay upright, and just as his legs began to give way, Maya appeared, coming to his rescue, Rakan doggedly fighting at her side.

‘We have to push them back, Mother!’ Xander wheezed.

Maya didn’t ask why, she just acted, as did Rakan.

It wasn’t that they were any fresher than Xander, but they’d also brought along six of Daleth’s men, and together, they managed to advance a half-dozen steps.

Xander helped Daleth drag the bodies off Safira. Some of the possessed were still alive, and Daleth’s dagger plunged deep into unresisting flesh before he rolled them away.

Safira was unconscious, and Xander helped Daleth as the giant king draped her over his shoulder and staggered off along the trail.

‘We’ve reached Kingshold!’ Dristin’s shout carried over the sound of battle. ‘RUN!’

Rakan, Maya and the soldiers broke away, stumbling along, barely ahead of the green-eyed swarm just steps behind.

Xander waited until his mother, and Rakan came abreast, unwilling for them to be out of sight. Rakan wheezed with every step, his face terribly pale.

‘Come on, Grandfather,’ Xander said, his eyes meeting his mother’s as she looked back worriedly. ‘Race me like you did when I was a little boy!’

‘Y-y-you remember that?’ Rakan gasped with a pained smile.

‘Drop your sword, but keep your dagger, Rakan,’ Maya ordered. ‘We need to move faster!’

Maya cast hers aside, and after a moment’s hesitation, Rakan followed suit.

Up ahead, the trees thinned, debris and fragments of a broken wall covered in frozen black vines creating a steep rampart. At any other time, it would have been easy to traverse, but now it proved a major obstacle.

Two men bent over halfway up, retching. Daleth struggled silently, step by determined step, just above them, Safira dangling limp over his shoulder.

A dozen men knelt waiting at the top, Juliana with Aytern at her side amongst them.

‘Hurry!’ she shouted. ‘They’re just behind you!’

Four of the men gingerly clambered down. Two to help Daleth, two to help their brothers.

Maya risked looking over her shoulder just in time to avoid the blackened bent fingers of a reaching possessed.

‘Rocks,’ she shouted ahead, hoping the waiting men understood.

One did, and he galvanised the others, who bent to pry out heavy stones and rocks from the icy pile of debris.

Maya pushed Rakan, knowing that if he fell behind, he’d never make it. As she reached the bottom of the rampart, Daleth’s men heaved the heavy rocks into the ranks of the green horde behind her while Aytern frantically tossed stones.

On hands and knees, they pulled themselves up, slipping and sliding, but managed to reach the top a few seconds ahead of their pursuers, where Juliana helped them upright.

Two of Daleth’s men held swords at the ready.

‘We’ll hold ‘em a while!’ one grinned darkly, favouring his left leg. ‘Can’t walk no more. Broke my damned ankle, and my stupid brother won’t leave me!’

Maya reached out to grasp their arms briefly in thanks then, alongside Juliana, Rakan, Aytern and Xander, carefully picked her way down the other side into the decrepit city surrounding the castle that dominated the skyline.

Maya felt her hopes dwindle. The street they were on was choked with icy vines and debris from half-collapsed buildings. Even the marshland they’d navigated had been kinder than this.

Bricks twisted or suddenly crumbled underfoot. Holes hidden by frosted vegetation had Juliana tumble to the ground. Maya pulled her up, aware of the tide of possessed tumbling down the slope after them. Of the two men who’d tried to delay them, there was no sign.

Dristin took the lead, Daleth by his side. Safira was awake and leant on her father’s shoulder. Xander and Aytern half-carried Rakan next to Maya and Juliana whilst the remaining dozen soldiers stayed behind as rear guards despite only being armed with daggers.

‘Bastards!’

A soldier fell, stabbing frantically to no avail as fingers and teeth began to slowly tear the life from him. No one had the strength to help.

The roadways cleared as they pushed deeper into the city, the buildings standing firmer against the ravages of time. Two further soldiers went down in quick succession.

‘We can’t outrun them!’ Maya shouted to Dristin.

Crows flapped overhead, dark and foreboding, to settle on nearby rooftops. Their harsh caws mocked the efforts of those in the desperate life-or-death race below them.

‘In here!’ Dristin shouted. Throwing his shoulder against the wooden door of a house that stood slightly ajar at the end of a street overlooking a crossroads.

Everyone rushed through, and as the last soldier entered, Dristin and Xander threw their shoulders against the warped door, holding it shut just as the first possessed slammed into the wood. Everyone else bent over, gasping for breath, but the despite was only too brief.

‘The windows,’ Maya shouted as blackened fingers pushed their way through the slats of the shutters to the front of the building and began to pull away the fragile wood.

‘We’ll hold the back as long as we can!’

Daleth and Safira disappeared through a doorway into a back room with his remaining men.

Maya hacked away at fingers and hands with her dagger, Rakan at her side. Two slats came away to reveal a sea of green eyes gathering outside the house.

‘How can there still be so many!’ Rakan gasped, his hand going to his chest. He staggered back from the window and then collapsed, moaning in agony.

‘XANDER!’ Maya screamed and rushed to help Rakan as Xander took her place at the window. Aytern’s eyes brimmed with tears as he held Rakan’s hands tight.

‘We won’t be able to hold them much longer!’ Daleth’s booming voice echoed through the house.

Maya knelt amongst the dust and debris, cradling Rakan’s head in her lap, stroking his hair, the panicked shouts slowly fading away.

They were trapped, and their demise imminent.

So why was someone laughing?

***

Juliana gripped her dagger with one hand and the corner of the wall with another. Xander guarded the other side of the window frame, covered in blood, hollow-eyed and gaunt. He looked nothing like the strong, younger brother she’d grown up with.

His movements were leaden as if he moved through water, and Juliana knew hers were even slower.

With the shutters torn away, the latest possessed with blackened skin and lips, began to pull himself over the window sill. She idly noted that his nails had all fallen away from fingers so crooked and stiff from exposure, that he couldn’t even properly grip the brickwork. Behind him, hundreds more waited their turn.

Juliana stabbed her dagger into the side of his throat, then flinched as she withdrew the blade. Instead of the expected spray, the blood pumped weakly from the wound, and the man went limp. The green-eyed swarm behind pushed his dead body through to join the seven or eight corpses already lying twisted on the floor in a puddle of blood at her feet, and a bedraggled, wild-haired woman took his place.

‘I need help!’ Dristin pleaded. ‘I can’t hold the door much longer!’

Yet no one went to his aid.

Xander could barely stand. Maya and Aytern still cared for Rakan, refusing to leave him. Daleth, Safira and the other soldiers were holding the back of the house or were already dead or dying.

The hundreds of crows that had gathered to watch their final stand took off in a black cloud, their harsh caws telling Juliana what she already knew.

Wind whispered, leaves or debris skittered across the roof above their heads, and then …

Juliana watched in disbelief as a rain of black-furred bodies leapt down onto the surging mass right before her, while across the street, a wave of the same poured from the rooftops, tearing into the unsuspecting crowd beneath them.

Teeth and claws flashed in a frenzy that was frightening to behold.

Xander stabbed with his dagger to finish off the latest possessed. Another reached for the window sill but then staggered away to collapse under the attack of two screeching creatures.

Xander took a shocked step backwards and gazed out at the massacre taking place right before them.

‘We need to throw the bodies out,’ he croaked. ‘THROW THE BODIES OUT!’ he shouted, finding his voice. ‘QUICKLY!’

Juliana struggled to lift one despite it being wasted away, but then, her mother was at her side.

‘Here. Let me help,’ Maya said, and together, they heaved the body up over the sill and then went to help Xander.

‘What’s going on?’ Maya gasped as they lifted the next one.

‘Those … creatures,’ Xander said. ‘Their minds are full of blood and hunger. If these bodies are left in here, they’ll come for them!’

With the door no longer under assault, Dristin came over and helped throw the last body out.

‘Into the back!’ Xander ordered. ‘Quickly!’

He lifted Rakan by the shoulders and, as Aytern looked on miserably, dragged him after the others through the doorway to discover four more rooms.

Daleth, Safira and four remaining soldiers were pushing the last of the bodies out the windows, having heeded Xander’s shout.

‘What the hells are those things?’ Daleth croaked.

‘Some kind of mutated mountain cat!’ Dristin offered.

‘Everyone, in here!’ Xander ordered, nodding toward the one room with no windows. With broken shelving throughout it had once been a larder but was now home to cobwebs and the husks of a thousand dead insects.

They all pushed inside, and again, Dristin secured the door.

‘We stay here, we stay quiet,’ Xander hissed. ‘Not a sound!’

They huddled in the gloom, weak rays of light filtering through the gaps between the door and frame.

Mewling, scratching, hissing and screeching came from right outside, but nothing attacked the door.

Steady breathing that turned into a gentle snore filled the room, and Xander couldn’t help but smile. Rakan was alive and sleeping.

Juliana grabbed one of his arms, and Maya took his other.

Together, they huddled close, and despite the danger, tears of happiness ran down his cheeks in the darkness, as for the first time, he understood what love really felt like.

***

Xander nodded to Dristin who opened the door a crack. He looked through the gap, but there was no sign of the devil cats in the house, as Juliana had coined them, just frozen blood and debris.

Someone squeezed his arm. He smiled; his mother's love was like nothing he could have imagined. He turned to offer reassurance but, instead, found Safira standing at his shoulder.

‘Good luck!’ she whispered.

Surprised, Xander pulled a quick smile, then slipped out of their small sanctuary and heard the door shut behind him.

His dagger remained sheathed at his waist. Armed or otherwise, he'd have no chance against even a handful of these creatures. Dawn had only just broken, but there was plenty of light. Everything was crusted in a glistening layer of frost, and his breath plumed as, however silent he tried to be, he crunched across the floor toward the window.

He sighed as he looked outside.

Two full days and nights of sleep had helped rejuvenate his group a little, but it appeared it hadn’t been enough time for the devil cats to finish eating and disperse.

He glanced back toward the closed door, knowing those within were relying on him, and it firmed his resolve. Despite having a little food, they’d soon die without water, and with just a broken bucket in the corner for a toilet, the conditions were foul.

Xander reached the front door and dragged it open.

Stones and other debris grated loudly, and to make matters worse, the door creaked as it swung inwards.

Immediately outside, three devil cats were feasting. They hissed, lowering themselves, muscles tensing. Beyond them, hundreds of others looked over as if of one mind.

This was it.

He wanted to slam the door shut, but instead, knelt and reached out with his gift.

The felines’ thoughts were no longer full of blood and hunger. Instead, they were satiated and full but continued to eat because the cold had made food less bountiful of late. However, they considered him both predator and prey and were about to tear him to shreds.

Xander relaxed and let his gift flow, creating an immediate connection with not just the closest creatures but those beyond, that were within reach of his silent voice.

In time, these animals might understand words and commands like horses and dogs, but there was no time for that, no second chance if he was misunderstood.

Instead, he conjured images of Blaze to mind, how they’d bonded when both were young and the mutual joy of running through the long grasses of home. He shared feelings of kinship and trust, equality and shared responsibility. The times when he’d fed and watered, groomed or fussed all types of creatures flashed through his mind and into the consciousness of the cats. Yet, whilst diminished, enough distrust still remained to make them a deadly threat. These creatures knew they were twisted, hated and broken … just like he’d been.

That was the key.

Regardless of the pain, he brought to mind all the rejection he’d suffered because of his curse, the hatred he’d experienced. He shared his understanding of being an outcast, of not fitting in despite the desperate longing to do so.

Then, as his heart threatened to break again under the misery of his father’s death, he healed it instantly with the warmth, the comfort, the pure joy of knowing the love of his family that had been denied him for so long. All these emotions and feelings he projected, holding nothing back.

Xander was vaguely aware of being bowled over, and then he was being licked in a frenzy as the cats purred and mewled like kittens around him. He laughed in pure joy and surprise, reaching out to stroke and scratch behind pointed ears, under whiskered chins and then on exposed bellies as they rolled on the ground.

He rose and walked amongst the deadly felines, the bond strengthening. He shared images of his family and friends, who meant the world to him, knowing that for the first time in weeks, they were safe and secure.

As he returned to the house, trying to ignore that he was stepping over a frozen carpet of half-eaten corpses, a relieved sigh escaped his lips, followed by a chuckle. He was absolutely covered in black fur; if only it could keep him warm.

His footsteps rang loudly as he entered the building, and he didn’t even knock before the door to the storeroom opened to reveal the hopeful eyes of those within.

‘We’re safe!’ Xander said, smiling. ‘You can come out.’

Daleth looked Xander up and down, noting the black fur.

‘Please don’t tell me you had to mate with them to ensure our safe passage. Is that how your gift works?’ The giant king snorted.

For the first time in weeks, fear dissipated as nervous laughter rippled throughout the group. Aytern danced around with a bright smile, his fingers hooked like claws. Rakan leant tiredly against the door frame but managed a pained smile.

Xander chuckled, brushing at the fur.

‘When we leave, if they approach, treat them like any other friendly animal. It’s best they don’t sense fear or distrust.’

Daleth gave him a friendly thump on the back that almost drove him to his knees. The remaining soldiers took turns grasping his forearm, and then he got a further warm hug from Safira, which, to his surprise, lingered just a little before she released him.

‘Xander. Your father would have been proud of you,’ Maya said softly, coming over to enfold him in a warm embrace.

Juliana joined them, and he stood there, sighing wistfully.

‘What is it?’ Maya asked.

Xander leaned his head on his mother’s shoulder.

‘I just wish I could remember those moments with my father’s arms around, without being tainted by memories of my curse.’

Then he felt a small hand briefly hold his, and he looked down to see Aytern clutching his hand, those deep brown eyes fixed on him. In that moment, the taint afflicting his memories disappeared, and he felt more gifted than he’d ever been in his whole life.

***

‘It won’t be long now,’ Daleth said, leaning down to wag a finger in Rakan’s face. ‘The castle isn’t far, and if you make it, I’ll throw a feast in honour of the nightstalker who defied his king.’

‘This is so bloody embarrassing,’ Rakan growled, ‘and you’re just making it worse!’

Daleth laughed.

‘It’s about time I embarrassed you. You no doubt took great joy in doing that to me in the past.’

Rakan’s frown slowly disappeared.

‘I never took the time to think of it that way. But now you mention it, I’ll enjoy the ride a little more!’

Juliana held one of Rakan’s hands and Aytern the other as four of Daleth’s remaining soldiers carried Rakan on a door toward the castle. Everyone was weak, yet the soldiers bore Rakan without complaint. He was admired by all.

Her grandfather’s face looked an unhealthy shade of grey, and he was still suffering from chest pains, although they’d abated since his initial collapse.

He’d always been as indomitable as a tower oak, but now he looked like a frail old man, and Juliana gripped his hand hard, trying to lend him her strength.

She glanced at Aytern, wondering about the silent young boy.

Xander had said he believed Aytern’s touch was the catalyst that helped him remember the untainted feeling of their father’s embrace. What a special gift to help people remember, to feel without pain, but what a curse that he was unable to talk.

Small snowflakes drifted down, occasionally swirling under an inconsistent breeze. The roadways remained treacherous as they walked through the decaying yet beautiful corpse of Kingshold. Whether it was the broken road surfaces or the old vines seeking to trip the unwary, everything sparkled as if encrusted with thousands of gems.

‘I never thought I’d return here,’ Daleth said quietly beside her. ‘I left this place, never to look back, intending to conquer the whole world. I can’t tell you how grateful I am to your father for defeating me!’

‘Really?’ Juliana scoffed. ‘You have no regrets?’

Daleth laughed.

‘Oh, I have regrets, but not over my failures. My ambition, arrogance and gift all combined to blind me. This is what the world would have become had I succeeded. I’d have ruled over a ruin, a giant graveyard, death my only companion. Losing was the best thing that could have happened to me.’

He ran his fingers through thick black hair that showed pure white at the temples and then shook his head.

‘I regret every death I caused, and now, when I contemplate my sins, I know I’m way beyond redemption. I just hope my men aren’t.’

‘We wouldn’t have made it without you or your men,’ Maya said, coming to join them. ‘You might not have repaid your debt to the world, but you’ve repaid it to my family, so thank you!’

Daleth bowed without a hint of mockery or humour.

‘So, tell me, Lady Maya. Now we’re here, what next?’

Maya shook her head, then kicked a loose stone in a rare display of anxiety.

‘Fate, or perhaps Lunastra has led us here. Dristin spoke of a tome used to summon the Dark Gods. My hope is that it can also be used to banish them.’

Daleth nodded.

‘That’s a good enough plan. I just wonder where this tome came from. In over fifty years, I never encountered such an artefact within Kingshold, although there’s no denying that powerful mages once lived within its walls. I’d thought the castle had revealed all its secrets to me. Perhaps it was a good thing it hadn’t in case I’d sought to use them myself …’ Daleth’s voice faded. ‘Now. What’s going on there?’

Maya followed Daleth’s gaze to see Xander stroking a devil cat to the side of the column. The sleek feline was rubbing itself against his legs, demanding attention. Yet that wasn’t what caused Daleth’s comment.

Juliana laughed softly.

‘She seems quite enamoured with him.’

‘So she does,’ Maya said. ‘Hmm.’

‘What do you mean? Hmm?’ Daleth asked.

Rakan propped himself up on one elbow.

‘Hmm,’ he uttered, entering the conversation.

‘Really? Why the hmms?’ Daleth demanded.

‘Indeed, Mother,’ Juliana teased. ‘Why the hmm? They actually look quite good together.’

Maya took in the scene again.

Safira knelt beside Xander, her arm around his waist and her head on his shoulder as he fussed the devil cat.

‘Hmm,’ she said.

‘You said earlier that fate or Lunastra led us here,’ Daleth said, smiling smugly. ‘Perhaps them liking one another was also fated to be!’

‘If I put my boot up your ass, is that fated?’ Rakan asked, lying down again with a groan.

Everyone who heard him laughed.

‘Don’t worry, Mother,’ Juliana said. ‘Instead, be happy for him.’

Maya smiled and nodded, yet inside, her stomach churned. Xander was getting close to Daleth’s daughter. What was Xander thinking? There was so much bad history.

She wouldn’t have expected this if Safira had been the last woman in the world. Then again, if they couldn’t banish the Dark Gods, perhaps she would be one of them.

She looked away and, to distract herself, remembered coming here the first time she’d spirit travelled, then remembered Juliana had done exactly the same. Was it a coincidence? Surely not.

Had Taran’s death at Xander’s hand been decided long ago?

She no longer doubted it, and anger washed over her.

If everything was pre-ordained, what was the point?

Astren came to mind. He’d saved her the first time she’d come here. Were there any coincidences anymore? Was nothing simply good fortune or through endeavour?

She looked up, remembering flying high above the clouds, having fled her first encounter with Daleth in spirit form. If only Astren could wake her up from this bad dream now.

Her stomach clenched.

‘What is it?’ Daleth asked, standing beside her, peering into the distance, following Maya’s worried gaze.

‘I don’t know. I thought I saw something,’ she said.

‘Well, let’s not wait to find out if you’re right. My castle awaits, and it feels good to be home.’

Maya looked sharply at Daleth.

‘Hmm,’ she said, and Daleth laughed.

***


Chapter XX










Galmoth sensed Syralis’s disbelief and looked across.

‘A whole city of followers sent in pursuit of these people,’ she whispered. ‘Before, I was angry, whereas now every one of our followers deaths demonstrates to me the towering threat this Lady Maya and her group present.’

‘Look there!’ Galmoth exclaimed, pointing. ‘Another one!’

They descended toward the third scorched area of swamp, the air thick with smoke. Hundreds if not thousands of burnt corpses lay twisted, blackened in death, many dismembered, missing limbs. Trees still burned and smouldered, making the air uncomfortably warm.

‘What manner of gifts do this group possess to cause such destruction? Should we be concerned by their power?’ Syralis hissed.

‘Yes we should, and that is why they must die,’ Galmoth rumbled. ‘It was their power that saw us banished before, although, at that time, none wielded gifts of such destruction. How have mere humans become so mighty?’

‘Could this Lady Maya have harnessed the power of worship as we have done?’ Syralis mused.

Galmoth lowered himself into the swamp's waters, finding some relief from the warmth, and Syralis joined him. He found the untold number of bodies floating in the water relaxing.

‘It’s possible as there’s not a single person we’ve enthralled who doesn’t worship her. Yet, she displayed no such power when she attacked me, and nor did I sense it. I am at a loss.’

Syralis’s tail whipped back and forth, churning the dark waters and sending the charred bodies tumbling around.

‘You need to summon the others!’

‘NO. It will weaken my standing!’

‘Damn your standing, Galmoth. Look around us at this destruction. It will be years before we regain our elemental powers. Do you want to risk oblivion for the sake of your pride? Together, with our brothers, we are stronger and can crush this band of humans. It will take them no more than a few days to join us if you order them to make haste. Better some of them die if there’s a battle than you or I, don’t you think?’

Galmoth shook his head, undecided.

‘We are but a day from Kingshold. We should attack now before these humans make any mischief. Who knows what Lunastra has them up to?’

‘You said you destroyed the magic tome used to summon us!’

‘I did. I swear it again!’

Syralis stirred the waters with the tip of her tail.

’They’re unlikely to be aware of this, although who knows what other artefacts might be concealed within those stone walls. Despite the risk a delay poses, I say the greater risk is to our lives if we attack without the others!’

Galmoth nodded. Syralis was shrewd and he valued her counsel now he knew she supported him.

‘But what would we do while we wait?’

Syralis smiled.

‘I’m very wet,’ she murmured, splashing murky water over herself.

Galmoth closed his eyes and called out to the other Dark Gods, sharing in his mind’s eye where he and Syralis waited.

‘Come quickly,’ he ordered.

Syralis laughed huskily, as she reached for him.

‘Exactly!’

***

Maya paused outside the keep at Kingshold, strangely reluctant to enter. Not that remaining in the courtyard held any allure. The broken skeletons covered in ice were as macabre a picture as she could possibly imagine and she shuddered with cold and foreboding.

It seemed she wasn’t alone.

Everyone waited silently, until, at last, with a deep breath, she mounted the steps to enter between giant doors that hung broken asunder, half torn from their hinges.

Where was the sense of hope she’d expected upon reaching this, their destination? It was gone, just like the love of her life and so many others.

Xander and Safira were talking quietly as they looked about, whereas Dristin stood beside her, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. She reached out to lay her hand on his shoulder.

‘I’m ashamed,’ he said, without looking back. ‘The responsibility for this calamity rests with me, and I fled and lived.’

‘This isn’t your fault and would have happened with or without you one way or another, of that, I’m sure. If not you, then someone else would have come to scavenge. Fortunately, you escaped, and because of you, we knew to return.’

‘Because of me, the world is burning. Every death burdens my conscience, even your Taran’s.’

‘Rubbish!’

Maya turned to find Rakan, a few steps away, flanked by Juliana and Aytern. He still looked unsteady, his face pale, but he was at least able to stand.

‘My son’s death is not your fault, any more than that of Daleth’s men or those from Freemantle who chased us. Bury that pity, it doesn’t suit you!’

‘Exactly,’ Daleth said, his voice strangely hushed. ‘Better instead to blame the mages who discovered and recorded such spells. What possessed them to do such things?’

‘Perhaps they harboured curses that didn’t allow them to recognise their own folly,’ Safira mused, coming over to join the conversation.

‘That rings true to me,’ Xander said, sighing deeply.

‘And me,’ Daleth murmured.

A moment of silent introspection followed before Maya huffed.

‘We cannot change the past, but we must look to change the present and forge the future. Dristin, lead the way, show us this arcane tome so we can begin to understand what must be done.’

Dristin nodded.

‘This way.’

The light coming through the broken doors was enough for them to navigate the long corridor.

Maya noted Daleth running his hands across the plastered walls, his lips moving silently. There was such a look of profound sorrow on his face that, for the first time, Maya felt sympathy for the giant man. If he genuinely felt the weight of regret for the deaths he had caused, it would be a heavy, heart-wrenching burden indeed.

Safira walked alongside him, holding his arm. Daleth smiled gratefully, and she whispered something to him.

She appeared a good daughter and a kind one.

Maya glanced at Xander. He kept an eye on Safira even as he supported Rakan. It appeared his interest was more than fleeting.

Juliana slipped next to her on the icy sheen covering the polished floor, and Maya’s hand shot out to grab her elbow, helping her balance.

‘Walk where there’s debris. You’ll find it safer underfoot,’ she said, smiling fondly at her daughter.

‘This place is like a tomb,’ Juliana whispered. ‘It doesn’t matter how beautiful the craftsmanship, it’s like we’re entering somewhere forbidden.’

‘I felt like that when first I came here,’ Dristin said, ‘and that feeling has only gotten worse.’

Up ahead, the remains of two giant doors hung shattered from their hinges, whilst splintered planking littered the floor.

‘The throne room!’ Daleth announced, his deep voice echoing along the corridor.

Dristin hovered on the threshold of the mighty chamber, looking inside, and Maya paused, looking over his shoulder as everyone else gathered around.

It was a surreal scene.

On the one hand, there were mounds of rubble, broken tables and chairs, fallen crates, spilling all manner of goods across the floor, and on a dais on the far side, the mighty throne of Daleth, who stood amongst them.

Above, the ceiling of this mighty hall had vanished, and ominous clouds discharged a steady flow of tiny snowflakes that drifted down to cover the destruction in a pristine white covering as if it were trying to forever erase the tragedy that had befallen here.

‘Tread with care, those were my friends.’ Dristin managed to choke out, his voice thick with emotion as he pointed at the frozen bodies strewn around.

‘We’ll not disturb them.’ Xander promised.

Aytern came and took Dristin’s hand, and Maya noticed the sorrow recede slightly from the archer’s face.

‘Whenever you’re ready,’ Maya prompted gently.

Dristin nodded, and they entered.

It’s in this chamber that Syran summoned the Dark Gods, and it’s here I last saw the tome,’ he confirmed.

‘First thing’s first,’ Maya said, taking charge. ‘We need to decide where to camp, make a fire, boil water to drink and eat!’

‘The kitchens are through the doorway at the back,’ Daleth offered. ‘There’s a fireplace to set the fire and a well down there. It will be a warm, secure place to camp.’

‘There’s also lots of skeletons. But, as Daleth says, it has water, Dristin offered. ‘We just need to boil it.’

Safira and I can gather wood,’ Xander offered.

‘Aytern and I will help,’ Rakan said, ruffling the boy’s hair.

‘My men and I will clear out the kitchens. After all, any mess down there is on me,’ Daleth said, beckoning to his four remaining soldiers, who nodded in affirmation.

‘We’ll plan, eat and sleep, and begin our search on the morrow,’ Maya ordered, looking up at the sky. It will be good to feel warm, even if only for the night. Now, let’s get to it!’

***

‘It seems our food problems have been solved for us,’ Xander said, smiling as he and Safira dropped three large snakes as long as he was tall and as thick as his forearm next to the fireplace.

The kitchen had a soothing glow as flames flickered happily in the large hearth. Water boiled in pots and pans scavenged from Dristin’s expedition, others from junk piles. Aytern was in charge of the fire and fed broken wood in gleefully when required.

Quiet chatter filled the chamber, and Xander was happy to see Rakan looking better as he talked to Daleth and his men.

‘Where did you find these?’ Dristin asked in amazement, opening the jaws to inspect the dead creatures’ fangs.

‘Our friendly devil cats left them outside. I heard them mewling, so went to investigate. They’d brought us gifts and just wanted a little fussing in return.’

‘It seems they prefer Safira to you,’ Maya laughed, looking at how much black fur stuck to her clothes.

‘They’ve taken a shine to her, that’s for sure,’ Xander laughed.

Juliana leant in close.

‘Look who’s talking,’ she whispered in her mother’s ear.

Maya snorted and pushed Juliana playfully. Xander was happy in Safira’s company, and she was coming to terms with the idea.

It was amazing. One night of good sleep in a safe, warm environment, and everyone looked better. Clothes had been washed and dried, and whilst everything smelt of smoke, it was better than the stink of the swamp. People were well hydrated, and with the snakes big enough to feed everyone for several meals, even taking into account Daleth’s size, they’d no longer be hungry.

‘I’ll take care of these,’ Dristin said. ‘I’ve prepared snake more times than you’ve cooked a rabbit, I warrant!’

Maya inclined her head and watched with Juliana as Dristin expertly skinned, gutted, then deboned the dead reptiles before cutting them into large steaks that were soon sizzling over the fire.

Daleth, Rakan and his men came over to join the group breakfast. Soon, everyone was laughing as Aytern hopped up and down, fanning his open mouth as he chewed. His burnt lips and tongue the price of impatience over prudence to eat the cooked meat before it cooled.

‘It’s a shame your feline friends didn’t bring us some herbs, spices and vegetables,’ Juliana laughed, licking her fingers as she looked at Xander and Safira. ‘Maybe you two should spend a little more time fussing before you return next time!’

Rakan snorted and almost choked on his food whilst Daleth laughed.

Maya turned to Juliana.

‘Hmm.’

Everyone timed their hmm’s to match Maya’s perfectly, and the room descended into laughter.

‘I wish Taran were here,’ Maya said, her eyes shining. ‘He’d have enjoyed this moment. I think he’d even have liked the new you, Daleth!’

Daleth raised a piece of meat in salute.

‘To those we love, to those we loved, and to those finding love!’

Everyone followed suit, repeating the phrase.

The room descended into silence, as everyone pondered those words and those it applied to until Maya got to her feet, brushing herself down.

‘Jul. Stay here with Aytern. Cook the rest of the meat for later so it doesn’t spoil, and boil some more water.’

‘Yes, Mother,’ she answered with a smile as Aytern saluted.

‘Now it’s time for the rest of us to get to work. It’s daylight out, so let’s go find that ancient tome!’

Maya led the way up the stairs, reluctantly leaving behind the security and warmth of the kitchens, where for a while, they had hidden from the reality that awaited them.

The temperature began to drop, and her breath plumed as she strode up the steps two at a time.

‘My legs are almost twice as long as yours, but I swear I’m struggling to keep up!’ Daleth laughed softly behind her.

‘She walks faster backwards than I can forwards,’ Xander chuckled.

Yet Maya could hear the forced humour behind the jokes. No one was looking forward to the task ahead.

Soon enough, they surveyed the snow-covered throne room.

‘Dristin. Where should we start?’ Maya asked.

‘The last time I saw the book, it had fallen under a huge planning table just here,’ he said, sweeping his hand around. ‘But the table has gone, so it could be anywhere under all this snow and ice. We need to begin clearing it!’

‘Ruldarn, Sator, Alasta, Doron,’ Daleth said, commanding his remaining soldiers' attention. ‘Get wooden boards and some of those crates. They’ll be useful in collecting this snow which can be piled in that corner to the right of the throne.’

The men obeyed instantly, moving to the outskirts of the room to find useable crates and boards.

‘We need tools to break some of the thicker ice, but all we have are daggers,’ Rakan observed. ‘Those old axes and maces back in the kitchens will do the trick.’

Maya nodded.

‘Dristin, Daleth, bring up enough to outfit everyone. Rakan. I want you to keep watch over the city.’

‘I’ll help here!’ Rakan protested. ‘I’m feeling much better!’

Maya shook her head, knowing she had to prevent Rakan from doing something strenuous. She was worried about his heart, and he was too stubborn to listen unless …

‘When is someone at their weakest? And I’m not talking about you!’ she challenged Rakan.

‘When they think they’re safest,’ Rakan grumbled. ‘Gah. I’ll do as you ask.’

Maya smiled.

‘There’s no one I trust more than you to keep watch over our lives!’ she said, and was pleased to note Rakan flush with pride.

‘Dristin and I will mark out the areas to be cleared first,’ she continued. ‘We’ll all work shifts to scour this room as fast as possible!’

‘But why the rush, Mother?’ Xander asked.

Maya laid her hand on his arm.

‘You forget, that while we might be safe, for every day we take, the world outside is dying!’

***

‘It was here, I swear it!’ Dristin cried as he leant against the haft of a battered long-handled mace. ‘It has to still be here!’

Maya swept her gaze around the chamber that was lit by three globes that shed a little warmth and light enough for them to work by despite the late hour.

After a full day, the room had been totally cleared of snow and ice down to the polished flagstone floor. All the crates had been inspected, and the items either moved to another room or taken down to the kitchens to keep the fires burning. Now, the only things that remained beyond Daleth’s old throne were the frozen bodies of Dristin’s unit that lay scattered around, twisted in death.

So far, they’d been studiously avoided out of respect. But now, if the tome was still here, it had to be concealed under one of the bodies.

‘Why don’t you go to the kitchen and take a break,’ Xander suggested. ‘We’ll take care of your old friends.’

‘No! It will be me,’ Dristin insisted, firming his grip on the mace.

‘The rest of you go and eat while I stay with Dristin,’ Maya said. ‘We’ll follow soon enough. Rakan also needs to be relieved and a rota set for the night’s watch. Daleth. Can you take care of that?’

Daleth bowed, and everyone headed toward the stairwell.

‘Your mother is very commanding,’ Daleth muttered to Xander as they walked away.

‘I heard that!’ Maya called.

‘And she has the most excellent hearing to compliment her commanding and fair nature too,’ he said, flashing a grin as he looked briefly over his shoulder.

Soft laughter followed his jest as they headed off.

Maya shook her head but smiled. How had an erstwhile enemy and someone of such darkness become a reliable and, she was loathe to admit it, charismatic man?

Perhaps he’d always been that way, but it had been impossible to recognise through the darkness of his deeds. She paused, wondering for a while about the similarities between Xander and Daleth. Both had amazing gifts, overshadowed by their curses. Had their curses been different, then how would their lives have turned out instead?

Dristin sighed, drawing her attention, and then began to chip away at the ice holding one of his friends to the floor.

‘If I can break them free, we can just turn them over and look underneath,’ he said, explaining his gentle approach.

Tears ran unchecked as he chipped away, and Maya felt her heart ache anew for him. He was dealing with the enthrallment of his whole people and yet had remained steadfast and strong. He was a man to be admired, but even so, he had his emotional limits and was on the verge of going beyond them.

‘Tell me who this is and what where they like?’ Maya asked softly.

‘This was Yastra. She was the kindest soul and an extraordinary archer.’

‘What’s your favourite memory of her?’

Dristin laughed.

‘That’s easy. She once bet everyone in my unit a silver piece that she could shoot a fly out of the air that was buzzing around, annoying everyone.’

‘And?’

‘We took her up on the bet. She was crazy drunk, and it was an impossible shot. She nocked and drew an arrow and began trying to follow the fly but just ended up pointing it at everyone. I thought she might kill one of us, but we were all drunk and laughing so hard it didn’t seem to matter. She didn’t even wait for it to land, just loosed from one breath to the next. I don’t know how the arrow missed us all, but it thunked into the tavern wall, scaring the hells out of the tavern keep. Of the fly, there was no sign, so we all demanded she pay up.’

‘Did she?’

‘Did she hell. She fell to the floor laughing, and when she managed to stand up, do you know what she was holding? Two tiny wings!’

Dristin chuckled, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand.

‘She wasn’t gifted like my father, but I swear she was almost as damned good.’

Maya smiled.

‘Stories like those will keep her alive. Now, tell me about the others!’

One by one, they went around the chamber until they’d turned over and inspected all of Dristin’s old unit as he recalled stories about each of them. Of the tome, there was no sign.

‘Mother. Dristin. You should come eat!’ Juliana said, coming over to grasp her mother’s hand. ‘I fear Daleth and Xander will consume all the food otherwise!’

‘We have just one body left to inspect under that,’ said Dristin, pointing to a frozen tapestry at the chamber’s edge. ‘Beneath that lies the scholar, Syran, who read the spell. I can’t see how the tome can be under the tapestry, but we have to check.’

With Juliana helping, they began pulling on the frozen wool, and eventually, it came away in one piece, leaving the body exposed. Like the others, it was perfectly preserved by the freezing temperature. Of the tome, there was no sign.

Dristin shook his head sadly.

‘When Syran first joined us on our journey, we mocked him behind his back and took bets on how long he’d survive. He was a lamb amongst wolves. But, by the end, he was one of us, and yet I killed him.’

‘He looks like he was a gentle man,’ Juliana said softly, tilting her head to one side.

‘He was indeed. But more than that, he was a friend and a kind soul.’

‘Then may he rest in peace,’ Maya said, and with Juliana’s help, covered the body again.

They stood in respectful silence until Dristin was ready, then followed Juliana down to the kitchen, where thankfully, warm light and the sound of the living rose to meet them.

***

‘I’m at a loss,’ Maya said, hissing through her teeth with frustration. ‘We’ve searched over and again. The tome is gone. Maybe it was sucked up by the vortex that brought the Dark Gods back or was destroyed by one of them. Either way, without it, we can’t banish the Dark Gods. I’m open to suggestions. Anyone?’

‘We know that Syran found this tome somewhere. Is there a library that might have other copies or similar texts?’ Safira asked, looking at her father.

‘This keep had only two libraries, and I read every book, scroll and piece of parchment they held over the fifty years I lived here,’ Daleth said. ‘I wouldn’t have overlooked this tome, and there was nothing remotely arcane about anything I read. Could he have brought it with him?’

A shocked silence descended.

‘Oh, Gods!’ Dristin choked out. ‘I always assumed he’d found it here, but he brought a ledger along and other writing paraphernalia, so it’s possible!’

‘If that’s the case, there might be copies, but then we’d be in entirely the wrong place,’ Xander mused. ‘They’d be where he lived in The Eyre.’

Maya held her head in both hands.

‘No. No. No!’

Juliana reached out to hold her mother’s arm.

‘It’s alright, Mother.’

‘No!’

Maya gently freed herself from Juliana’s grasp and stood while the others remained on the kitchen floor. Every eye was upon her as she paced up and down.

‘We are in the right place, of that I’ve no doubt. Syran found that tome here, and we have to find it, or others like it! Look at Juliana, she carries the mark of the blood moon. Look around us. Deadly enemies become friends. The man who helped summon the Dark Gods, the only man to have killed a Dark God, all together, all here! There’s no coincidence. We have been guided here or were always fated to be here.’

‘Mother. I say this without mockery, but you can’t know that,’ Xander said. ‘But, if we were guided here, maybe it was by Lunastra’s hand. Let Juliana pray to her and maybe she can direct our actions!’

‘I’ve already tried,’ Juliana whispered. ‘Several times on our journey here when I had the strength or time, I prayed. Last night I risked setting my spirit free, and even in that form, she didn’t answer my call!’

‘If only I’d asked Syran where he found that book,’ Dristin groaned. ‘But we were so intent on the other treasures still here that …’

He stopped midsentence, and everyone stared as Aytern jumped up, and jabbed his finger frantically toward the archer.

‘What is it, Aytern?’ Rakan asked.

Aytern made backward circling gestures with his hands, then pointed at Dristin’s mouth.

‘Maybe he’s saying you talk too much,’ Daleth chuckled.

Aytern shook his little fist at Daleth, snarling, then turned back to Dristin, opening and closing his mouth like a fish. He became more and more agitated as Dristin remained confused.

‘Come. Sit down, Lad!’ Rakan said, patting the ground next to him.

Aytern rounded on Rakan, and held up his hands, his face a mask of mock anger, then pointed back at Dristin.

‘He certainly wants you to say something,’ Maya said.

Aytern jumped up and down, pointing at Maya with a big smile, then made the circling motions again.

‘Maybe he wants you to repeat what you said,’ Safira offered with a shrug.

Aytern threw his arms around Safira’s neck then leapt back, looking at Dristin expectantly.

Dristin laughed.

‘I just said, if only we’d asked Syran where he found the book …’

Aytern leapt to place his little finger across Dristin’s lips and then pointed at Juliana, an expectant look on his grubby face.

Silence fell, to be broken by Daleth’s deep voice.

‘I believe he wants Juliana to bring Syran back to life.’

Aytern’s forefinger jabbed at Daleth.

Maya knelt beside Juliana and held her hand.

‘The last time I tried to use my gift, I couldn’t bring my father back,’ Juliana whispered, as unshed tears glistened in the corner of her eyes.

‘That might have been the case,’ Rakan said, leaning forward. ‘But I witnessed your power nonetheless. You shone like your mother used to. Your power is still there. Perhaps having saved Taran once, you couldn’t save him again.’

‘If he can be brought back, then we don’t need the book. Syran had a gift of knowledge. Whatever he learned, he could remember. If he was alive, he could possibly recant the spell that summoned the Dark Gods,’ Dristin said incredulously.

Maya held Juliana’s gaze. ‘This is a lot to ask of you, Jul. Yet, why else are we here? If we don’t find a way to defeat the Dark Gods, we will die in time anyway, and the last hope of this world with us.’

‘He’s been dead for so long, Mother.’

Hushed silence reigned, broken only by the crackle and snap of burning wood in the fireplace.

‘Sleep on it, Jul. If you don’t want to, then so be it. I’ll support whatever decision you take!’ Maya said, putting her hand behind her daughter’s neck, then gently pulling so their foreheads touched.

‘No, Mother. Every hour counts. If we’re to do this. We do it now.’

Juliana got up, and everyone followed suit.

‘I just want my mother with me!’

Aytern ran forward and gripped Juliana’s hand so tightly that she relented.

‘And Aytern too.’

Dristin coughed to catch their attention.

‘If this resurrection is successful, then Syran will be confused. I’ll wait near the top of the kitchen steps, in case he needs me.’

Juliana nodded.

‘That makes sense!’

‘I won’t be able to sleep, so I’ll just keep my old friend Dristin company,’ Rakan added, then smiled as no objections were raised.

‘I know one of Daleth’s men is keeping watch from the roof,’ Xander said. ‘But as it’s nighttime, I think it prudent that Safira and I guard the main entrance.’

Juliana smiled at her brother, even as she felt her mother’s hand squeeze hers firmly. She knew exactly why.

‘Thank you, Xander. Although, Daleth,’ she added, turning to the giant king. ‘Perhaps you could keep an eye on Xander and Safira in case my mother faints from worry about them being alone together.’

Daleth looked at his four remaining men.

‘Want to come too?’

They all nodded, chuckling.

‘Father!’ Safira moaned. ‘Really?’

Everyone laughed, and one by one, they headed up the stairs until only Maya and Juliana remained.

‘Are you ready, Daughter?’

‘Yes, Mother. Let’s go resurrect a dead man to save the world! What could possibly go wrong?’

Maya smiled, but inside her stomach was in knots.

What could possibly go wrong indeed? Just the end of humanity as they knew it if she failed.

***

Maya and Juliana set three magic orbs around Syran’s body, ensuring there was enough light and heat to keep them warm.

Unsurprisingly snow was falling, and despite the orbs, it was settling onto Syran’s frozen face. Aytern brushed it off, a never-ending contest.

‘What if I bring him back to life and he freezes to death instantly?’ Juliana mused.

Maya nodded thoughtfully.

‘That may not be the case. Your gift not only brought me back to life, but returned my youth. You have power way beyond what I ever possessed. Yet, why risk it?

‘XANDER!’

Her call echoed in the cavernous chamber, and a short time later Xander appeared at the throne room entrance, Safira right beside him.

‘Is everything alright?’

‘Can you carry Syran down to the kitchen?’ Juliana asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Then please do so!’ Maya said, standing back.

Xander approached and carefully lifted Syran’s frozen body. It was awkward, and his hands burned from the cold. Safira stepped forward to help, and between them, they slowly traversed the throne room.

Dristin and Rakan appeared from the kitchen stairwell.

‘Need any help?’ Rakan asked, stepping to one side.

‘We’re good,’ Maya assured them as her small group went by. ‘Just wait here!’

Xander and Safira took their time descending the steps to the kitchen.

Maya, with Aytern at her side, hurried to pull some old tapestries that had been used as blankets across the floor and lay them out a safe distance from the fire.

Syran was laid upon them.

‘Thank you!’ Juliana said, a tremor evident in her voice. ‘Why don’t you two wait at the top of the stairwell with Rakan and Dristin?’

Safira wrapped her arms around Juliana, nodded respectfully at Maya, then stepped away to take Xander’s hand and pulled him toward the steps.

‘Do we wait?’ Juliana asked, gesturing to where meltwater ran down Syran’s ghostly white face as the fire’s heat took effect.

‘Trust in your gift, Daughter!’

Aytern nodded sagely in agreement.

Juliana knelt on one side of Syran’s body, her mother on the other. She held her mother’s gaze briefly, recognising not just love, but belief within those brown eyes that mirrored her own.

‘We are here because this is where we’re meant to be, Jul.’

Enamoured by such faith, Juliana closed her eyes and laid her hands on Syran’s solid, frozen clothes covering his chest.

Since her father’s death, her gift had been ever present, a constant whisper reminding her of its presence. Yet her lack of strength was always a constant worry. True, she had more endurance now than she’d enjoyed since her youth, but at the speed with which they’d travelled, it hadn’t been enough. Without Xander, her mother, Rakan, and even Daleth, she’d never have made it.

Hush, Jul! She remonstrated silently with herself.

Doubts such as these had no place, not now, and would serve only to undermine the belief her mother had instilled in her.

As she called upon her gift, she felt her spirit begin to rise from her body until she hovered just about her own shoulder. It seemed natural, as if she were an observer, a conduit for this gift rather than someone who controlled it.

A pulsating golden glow grew within her core until, as if released from restraint, it flowed along her arms and out over Syran’s body. Despite her spiritual separation, the flow felt warm, yet refreshing, it enfolded with solid strength, yet was fluid. With her spirit eye she could perceive the liquid energy permeate and infuse the frozen skin of Syran’s body, wrapping itself around his organs, mending, binding, energising. Syran’s body began to glow brighter, even as Juliana recognised the glow within her own body diminish by return.

This removed any doubt as to how her gift worked. To bring the dead back from life, a direct transfer of life was taking place. Her mother had aged when healing, whereas for Juliana, a portion of her life force was being exchanged.

Syran’s body began to stir. Sparks flashed within his brain, then throughout his whole body like a lightning storm.

I don’t want to be weak again.

But it was too late for doubt or remorse. There was no choice anyway. If there was one hope to save her family and rid the world of the Dark Gods, it was Syran.

Aytern and her mother had shielded their eyes as the pulsing glow banished every shadow from the kitchen chamber, but as it receded, they lowered their hands.

Juliana felt her spirit being pulled back to her body.

As it merged, it felt strange despite the familiarity.

She tried to open her eyes to reassure her mother that all was well, but dizziness and exhaustion dragged her remorselessly toward unconsciousness.

Nonetheless, she smiled to herself. She’d succeeded, and all would be well … but if that was the case, why was someone screaming?

***


Chapter XXI










‘Help me!’ Maya shouted breathlessly.

Xander leapt in to grab Syran’s wrists and knelt astride the scholar's thrashing torso, staring at the bloody, ragged marks he’d scratched into his own face.

The man’s eyes were demented, and froth surrounded a mouth stretched so wide that his jaws looked like that of a beast as he twisted and turned, trying to bite everyone within reach.

Tortured screams tore at his nerves and filled the chamber in an endless stream, and combined with the flickering firelight, created a hellish scene.

Safira knelt opposite Xander and restrained Syran’s head. Even so, he kept trying to bite, twisting his head so hard that it was a surprise his neck didn’t break.

Xander nodded with gratitude and looked across at his mother, who was pulling Juliana to safety into the far corner of the room where Aytern huddled, hands over his ears, trembling in shock.

‘Aytern will be alright,’ Xander said over his shoulder to Rakan who was holding Syran’s legs still. ‘Poor lad, he’s seen so many terrible things.’

Pounding footsteps from the stairwell announced Daleth and his men’s imminent arrival in response to the commotion.

‘Syran. It’s Dristin. You’re safe. Look at me, Syran. Remember me!’

Syran stopped screaming, but it was only to gasp for breath. Then, just when everyone thought he’d calmed down, he started shouting. It was a hideous, unrecognisable language, and Xander fought the urge to clamp his hand over the scholar’s mouth to shut him up forever.

‘Mother. His heart is going crazy,’ Xander shouted. ‘What shall I do?’

‘Ease off on restraining him. Just don’t let him harm you or himself!’ she said. ‘I thought he was going to tear his eye out!’

Xander looked at Syran.

Dristin had killed him with an arrow to the eye, and that eye was now just a skinned-over socket. His sister’s gift was incredible, but had been unable to replace something that was no longer there. Was it the case that the trauma inside his head was unfixable, leaving Syran forever brain-damaged?

Daleth and his men entered the kitchen chamber and gathered around, looking on in a mixture of fear and wonder at the scene before them.

‘We don’t know what’s wrong with him!’ Dristin said over his shoulder.

Daleth knelt, taking in the scene, Syran’s shaking, the self-inflicted bloody furrows, the babbling, and Daleth’s stomach clenched as those words uncovered long-buried memories.

‘I know what’s wrong with him. He’s spent a month where no mortal should ever return from.’

‘He won’t have been to the seven hells if that’s what you’re implying!’ Dristin growled. ‘He was a good man, completely unlike you!’

‘I don’t doubt it. But the words he’s saying are burned into the darkest depths of my memory. However good he was during his life, his last deed saw him condemned to the hells. I fear he’s been driven mad by what he’s experienced and seen!’

‘Do we put him out of his misery?’ one of Daleth’s men asked.

‘Don’t you bloody dare,’ Dristin shouted.

‘Come on, Syran. Look around you. You’re safe here. Safe with me. Safe with my friends!’ Dristin implored. He took one of Syran’s hands from Xander and squeezed it tight as if by pressure alone, he could reach the scholar. Yet Syran’s shouting rose to a new level.

‘If he goes on like this, his heart will give in. If he dies, we have nothing. No chance whatsoever,’ Maya declared. ‘We have to calm him down!’

‘How about someone hits him?’ Daleth asked, then when Maya looked at him, her eyes wide, he added. ‘Only a slap across the face. Try to shock him into calming down.’

Xander nodded.

‘It’s better to try something than nothing. If a slap doesn’t work, maybe knocking him unconscious isn’t a bad idea!’ He raised his hand.

‘No!’ Maya cried in disbelief. ‘If he’s been where Daleth believes, then you really think violence is the way to calm him?’

‘I agree with your mother,’ Safira said. ‘Let’s not make his trauma worse.’

‘Can we at least put something in his mouth to stop that vile language? It’s making my ears bleed!’ Rakan pleaded. ‘Aytern, bring some cloth over, there’s a good lad!’

Aytern came over hesitantly and knelt by Rakan. Clean streaks ran down his filthy cheeks, and his wide eyes shone with tears yet to be shed. His whole body shook, and his teeth chattered.

‘No need to be afraid, lad!’ Rakan said soothingly, but Aytern shuffled away, moving abreast of Xander.

He reached out, and whereas Xander held Syran’s wrist, after a gulp, Aytern took Syran’s hand in his tiny one. Suddenly, Syran stopped his babbling, drew in a huge breath, and let it out in a sigh. To everyone’s relief, his eyes closed, and he began to snore peacefully.

In direct contrast, Aytern sat there, his eyes clenched shut, tears and snot dripping from his chin. His whole body shook, and then, his eyes snapped wide open, bulging from his head, his mouth opened wide, and he began to scream.

***

‘My gods, I hope my little Aytern is alright when he awakes!’ Rakan said softly, followed by a yawn.

The fire was almost out, and from the way his stomach rumbled, it had to be almost daybreak. Everyone was still asleep except for Maya who sat alongside him. It had been a long, late night. The screams of the little boy in his arms had prevented anyone from sleeping until he’d finally succumbed to exhaustion or whatever had possessed him.

He shifted his weight, trying to get comfortable as he leaned back against the cold stone kitchen, stroking Aytern’s unruly hair as the boy lay unconscious in his arms, curled up in a tight ball.

‘In all the time I’ve known him, he’s never made a single sound. Now listen to him!’

Frightened whimpers and violent tremors shook Aytern’s tiny frame, and he buried his head into Rakan’s armpit as if trying to hide.

Maya shook her head, her eyes closing briefly. Like Rakan she’d barely slept, too worried for Aytern, as well as Juliana and Syran.

‘He’s the bravest of souls. Gods, he was terrified, but he helped anyway. Without him, Syran wouldn’t have survived. Let us pray he doesn’t suffer permanently for his good deed. We shall find out soon when he awakes.’

Dristin sat up next to Rakan and knuckled his eyes.

‘You didn’t wake me,’ he whispered in response to Maya’s apologetic frown. ‘However exhausted I am, I always wake up at the same time. Anyway, I’ve been thinking about what happened last night, and I’m quite sure I understand Aytern’s gift now. He reminds me of a priest of the Eyre called Sastaria. He carried the history of our people inside. He could see your memories, share them, help you forget, or help you recall that which you’d forgotten. A dreamsharer we called him. I believe Aytern is gifted in a similar fashion. To help Syran forget that which brought him such terror, he took those memories for himself.’

‘I met Sastaria, and he did that for me with my Dafne. You’re right, it makes sense. Poor lad. All the things he’s witnessed, and he’s still so young.’

‘Why don’t you lay him down next to the others?’ Maya suggested. ‘Grab another hour of sleep before everyone else wakes!’

Rakan wrinkled his nose.

‘No. I’m fine, and he’s a little calmer when I fuss his hair.’

Maya smiled.

‘You’re a father again, Rakan. It suits you.’

‘A grandfather, more like it!’ he snorted quietly.

‘You fight and move too well to be just a grandfather!’ Dristin chuckled, stifling a yawn.

Rakan beamed gratefully.

‘I do alright considering my age. But I’m not blind to my getting old. First, my back, and now my heart and chest pains. No. He needs someone far younger to care for him. I won’t be around for too much longer!’

‘Hush!’ Maya said, holding his arm and resting her head on his shoulder. ‘We need you more now than ever before. You’re as strong as an ox, and as stubborn to boot!’

‘Mother?’ Juliana rasped.

‘Oh, Jul. You’re awake. Sit up while I get you some water.

Maya trod as lightly as a faun across the kitchen and returned with a water skin to find Juliana struggling to sit. There were tears in her daughter’s eyes.

Juliana smiled wryly.

‘I’m like a kitten again. Bringing Syran back has returned my state of weakness, and I’ll need to meditate before I’m useful for anything.’

Maya hooked her arm under Juliana’s and helped her get comfortable.

Juliana crossed her legs, took the skin, and half-drained it before passing it back.

‘I enjoyed being almost normal again.’

‘My poor child.’ Maya’s face was a picture of worry, her eyebrows drawn up toward the other, lips pursed. ‘Why is there always such a heavy cost to pay for being gifted?’

Syran moaned softly, disturbed by the softly spoken voices around him, and Dristin hurried to kneel by his friend.

He exchanged glances with Maya and Rakan. If Syran was of sound mind, then everything, all the deaths and sacrifice, whilst terrible, would have been worth it.

‘Syran. Wake up. It’s me, Dristin.’

‘Dristin?’ Syran mumbled, half asleep. ‘I was having the worst nightmare. It’s all a blur now, but there were these terrible creatures. I’ve never been so cold, nor so hot …’

He propped himself up on one arm, half asleep, as he continued to mutter.

‘I can normally recall everything, but I’m relieved I can barely remember them!’

‘Syran. I have some new friends with me.’

‘What?’

Syran sat up quickly, looking around, suddenly wide awake as he shuffled backwards against the wall. Had he been able to disappear into the cracks, it seemed he would have done.

‘H, hello!’ Syran stuttered, glancing about, taking in the unfamiliar faces and people lying around the kitchen chamber. He kept blinking, and squinting, then rubbed his face. He crossed his legs, making himself as small as possible.

His gaze settled on a beautiful middle-aged woman who, he noted, appeared a little tired and sad. Yet her eyes were kind, and there was a gentleness apparent. He found himself smiling, and his angst began to fade.

‘Hello, Syran. I’m Maya, and this is Rakan. The boy in his arms is Aytern.’

‘You two bear the names of two very famous people indeed! I bet people say that to you all the time. But if you’ll excuse me!’ Syran muttered, turning to Dristin.

‘Dristin. My eye must be infected, it's gunked shut. Pass me that water skin, please,’ Syran said, knuckling his empty eye socket.

‘It’s not infected, Syran. There’s so much to tell you, and none of it’s going to be easy to tell or for you to hear!’

‘Then don’t say it!’ Syran half-joked, his hands shaking slightly. He crossed his arms, trying to hide his nerves. ‘What’s up with my right eye?’

‘You don’t have one,’ Rakan muttered, answering for Dristin, who was wringing his hands in a rare show of anxiety.

Syran pulled a sour face at Rakan.

‘Hah. Very funny.’

Rakan pulled his dagger clear of his scabbard.

Syran yelped.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any offence. Tell him, Dristin!’

Rakan shook his head.

‘I’m not going to stab you with it. Look at your reflection in the blade,’ he said, flipping the dagger to pass it hilt first.

Syran took it with shaking hands, then held the polished blade up to his face, strangely reluctant to look.

‘Don’t be afraid, Syran,’ said Maya.

She had such a musical voice that Syran did as she bid, just so he could hear her say thank you.

The dagger fell from his limp fingers, and Maya’s hand shot out, quick as lightning to catch it before it embedded itself in his leg. She passed it back to Rakan.

Syran’s hand quested over his face, probing frantically in disbelief, wincing as his fingers discovered the blood-crusted gouges in his cheeks.

‘What’s going on, Dristin? Where’s my eye? Who are these people?’ The words tumbled from Syran’s lips. ‘I’m still asleep. That’s it!’

Dristin reached out to take Syran’s wrists and gently pulled his hands down until he held Syran’s hands as firmly as he held his gaze.

‘No Syran. You’re not asleep, and yet you’ll soon understand you’ve woken to a nightmare.’

***

Syran looked around as if searching for the exit, and tried to pull his hands free, but Dristin held tight.

‘What’s the last thing you can remember?’

Syran’s remaining eye widened, and he began to shake, looking everywhere but nowhere, falling back into some terrible memory.

‘It’s alright, Dristin,’ Maya said softly. ‘What’s in the past cannot hurt you anymore. I only wish my beloved husband, Taran were here. He’s far better with words than I.’

Syran gasped, his growing terror fading.

‘Taran, y-your husband? Then you’re the Lady Maya. Truly?’

‘Truly, I am. Meditating next to you is my daughter, Juliana. My son, Xander, is that big lummox fast asleep over there next to that rather tall, and beautiful young woman.’

‘Y-your son, Xander, and your daughter, Juliana!’

‘Yes. But you’ll never guess in a thousand moons who that beautiful young woman is the daughter of.’

‘Tell me!’ Syran demanded, his face brightening with interest. ‘I have always dreamt of meeting you. You too, Sir Rakan,’ he said with a slight bow to them both.

Dristin smiled at Maya’s distraction. Syran’s thirst for knowledge was legendary, and what better way to distract a scholar than by showing him history in the making.

‘Would you like a clue?’ Maya said, warming to Syran’s childish enthusiasm.

‘Yes!’

‘Whose keep are we in?’

Syran clapped his hands together with such enthusiasm that Juliana opened her eyes and all around, people began to wake. Xander and Safira sat up, smiling warmly at one another. Daleth’s soldiers stirred, roused by the noise.

‘That’s Daleth’s daughter?’ he asked, shaking his head in denial. ‘That can’t be so. Daleth died childless. It was part of his curse. He was impotent!’

‘NO I BLOODY WASN’T!’ roared Daleth, rising to his feet.

Rakan burst into laughter, clutching his sides, and Daleth’s men began whooping, clapping their hands. Maya wiped her tears away. It felt good to laugh, so good.

‘How bloody dare he! I bedded more women than he’s read books, I warrant!’ Daleth continued, his face reddening.

‘FATHER!’ Safira shouted. ‘I don’t want to know that!’

‘Everything worked. Everything. Every morning I’d wake up ready for action …’

‘FATHER. No more. PLEASE!’ Safira screamed, covering her ears.

‘Damnit, scholar. I preferred you when you were dead!’ Daleth roared, a thunderous look on his face as he strode over.

Syran gulped, looking awestruck at the giant figure looming above him.

‘I-I-Is that really, D-D-Daleth,’ he stuttered.

‘Good to meet you. Syran, isn’t it?’ Daleth boomed, reaching down with a hand that could break Syran in two.

Syran winced as he responded in kind, and Daleth’s fingers completely enfolded his wrist.

‘Dristin talks highly of you. He also mentioned the end of the world sits entirely on your shoulders,’ Daleth said with an exaggerated wink. ‘But, who am I to judge!’ He laughed, then released Syran from his grasp, and turned away.

‘You can close your mouth now,’ Juliana giggled, looking at the dumbfounded Syran. ‘He’s a born-again paragon of virtue. Literally, born again. Just like you.’

‘Like me? What’s going on? What did he mean when he said, I preferred you when you were dead?’

Dristin grimaced.

‘I’m sorry, Syran. It’s not easy for me to say this, but I killed you, over two months ago. You were reading from an ancient tome and …’

‘I remember! You shot me. You bloody shot me through the eye,’ Syran gasped, clutching his hand to the empty eye socket.

‘It was because you were reading a spell …’

Syran’s hand dropped away, and his mouth sagged open in shock.

‘I remember,’ he whispered. ‘I remember I couldn’t stop reading however hard I tried. The tome was enchanted, and there was a spell within the spell. Those terrible words were pulled from me, and I only finally understood them as I read them! It was a spell of summoning, wasn’t it?’

‘It was,’ Maya said quietly, leaning forward to take Syran’s hand in hers. ‘You summoned the Dark Gods, evil creatures from a long-forgotten past. The world as we know it is ending. But its salvation lies with you, Syran. We can’t find the tome you cast from, but Dristin says you have a gift of knowledge, and would remember everything of what you read. Can you recant the summoning? Send them back to whence they came?’

Despite speaking softly, everyone was listening, and the atmosphere in the kitchen chamber was expectant.

Syran was aware of everyone’s attention and wrung his hands.

‘Of course, I can remember the spell. Knowledge is something I never forget. Ever!’ he cried indignantly.

‘Thank the gods!’ Maya exhaled.

‘I’m sorry, Lady Maya,’ Syran added. ‘But you misunderstand me. The spell was one of summoning. There’s no point in me repeating it or saying it in reverse. I’m positive it won’t send them back!’

Moans and sighs of disbelief met his announcement.

‘Gah. Don’t be so defeatist,’ Daleth laughed. ‘You’re all merchants of doom! Syran. Did you study the whole tome before you read the spell?’

‘Yes, from cover to cover!’

‘Then it stands to reason, the spell of summoning was at the beginning of the tome when you started to read. Therefore, if there was a spell of banishment, it would follow on afterwards. Just bring to mind what you read, but didn’t chant, and I’m sure you’ll be able to recognise it.’

Syran’s face lit up, and he laughed with relief.

‘This won’t take me a moment!’

Xander openly embraced Safira. Dristin even clapped Daleth on the back in a rare show of camaraderie. Maya held Juliana’s hand, and Rakan smiled as he continued to fuss Aytern’s hair. Daleth’s four soldiers clapped hands slowly at first, but then faster in anticipation.

Syran opened his eyes, and everyone looked at him expectantly.

He coughed, trying to find his voice.

‘My gift has gone,’ he croaked. ‘I can barely remember a thing!’

***

Shocked silence followed Syran’s declaration, broken only by the crack of a piece of wood as it split in the fire, sending burning embers twirling briefly like fireflies.

‘What can you remember?’ Maya whispered.

‘I can vaguely remember the spell,’ Syran shrugged. ‘I can picture the sigils and runes that went into the casting. I can even understand most of what I read. But my gift has deserted me. I can only remember fragments of what I’ve learned throughout my whole life!’

Dristin patted Syran’s back awkwardly as his friend began to sob.

‘Maybe his gift will return.’ Rakan suggested hopefully.

‘Like mine, Taran’s or Daleth’s after we died? I don’t think so! Damn it, I should have known!’ Maya cursed angrily.

Aytern stirred within Rakan’s arms and, with a moan and a yawn, opened his eyes, sat up, and smiled.

‘Welcome back, little man,’ Rakan said, giving Aytern a big hug. ‘You had us all worried. How are you feeling?’

With a smile that warmed everyone’s hearts, Aytern threw his arms around Rakan’s neck in return, and for a moment, the despair in the room receded as everyone observed the unbreakable bond evident between one so old and one so young.

‘Aytern,’ Daleth said. ‘Can you do anything more to help Syran remember what he has read or seen?’

After a pause, Aytern released Rakan’s neck, clambered off his lap, and stretched. Then with a frown, he shook his head sadly.

‘Are we lost then? Have we failed at the last?’ Daleth muttered.

‘No. We’re overlooking something,’ Maya said determinedly. ‘Juliana has brought Syran back for a reason. He is the key. Now, we just have to think of how he can help us despite losing his gift!’

Safira raised her hand shyly.

‘Perhaps my father had the right idea earlier. However, as Syran has forgotten what he read beyond the spell, we just need to resume our search for the tome again. If we find it, Syran can just read from where he left off.’

‘But we searched so thoroughly!’ Xander sighed. ‘I can’t believe we overlooked it!’

‘We haven’t overlooked it,’ Dristin agreed. ‘We’ve searched not just the throne room but every room off the corridor. We could check different levels, but I think we’d just be wasting our time hoping for a miracle.’

Juliana smiled. Her mother’s lips moved slightly as if talking to herself, and she had a faraway look that Juliana knew only too well.

‘What is it, Mother?’

Maya clapped her hands.

‘Like Xander and Dristin, I don’t believe we’ve overlooked the tome,’ she mused. ‘I don’t believe it’s here any longer. But Safira was on the right track!’

‘I was?’ Safira said, pulling a face at Xander.

Juliana laughed at Safira’s playfulness, and Xander raised his eyes.

‘Women are always right, Xander,’ Daleth grumbled. ‘That’s the best lesson you’ll ever learn in life!’

‘Darn right,’ Rakan added in agreement. ‘I never won an argument with Dafne that she didn’t make me regret. Always concede, even if you’re right!’

‘Hush!’ Juliana scolded them. ‘Mother. Go on!’

Maya smiled.

‘Syran. I know you’ve forgotten so much, but answer me this simple question. Can you remember where you found the tome?’

Daleth smacked a palm to his forehead.

‘Always right,’ he muttered.

The sorrow that had weighed heavily on Syran’s face disappeared to be replaced by one of hope.

‘Yes! I can!’

‘Were there any other tomes to be found there?’

‘Possibly. There were hundreds of scrolls and a chest that I didn’t have time to open!’

Maya sighed with relief, and Juliana gave her a hug.

Smiles abounded now as hope was renewed.

‘Listen!’ Xander suddenly hissed, looking toward the stairwell.

Quiet descended, and a feeling of unease rippled throughout the chamber. The smiles faded as shouting echoed down from above.

‘They’re coming! They’re coming!’

‘It’s Doron,’ Daleth said. ‘He’s on watch.’

Frantic footsteps could be heard coming down the stairs, and all eyes were on Daleth’s man as he ran winded into the kitchen.

‘They’re coming,’ he gasped. ‘Eight, perhaps nine of them!’

‘Breathe easy, Doron,’ Daleth said calmly. ‘Eight or nine of what? Possessed?’

‘No. It’s those bloody winged creatures, the Dark Gods. They landed on the eastern outskirts of the city!’

All eyes turned to Maya.

She stood there, aware of the mixture of fear and hope, running through her mind what to do. She wished Taran were here, but the thought of him filled her with resolve. It was time to be decisive.

‘Syran. Where did you find the tome?’

‘T-there was a hidden chamber off a training room. It’s down a stairwell near the end of the main entrance corridor.’

‘Right. That’s where we’re all going,’ Maya declared. ‘This is our last throw of the dice! We leave in two minutes. Gather whatever essentials you can carry. Leftover food, water, and any packs. Xander, carry Juliana!’

Maya watched as the room sprang to life and then bent to help Rakan to his feet.

‘There’s a time to run, lass,’ he said with a grim smile as he gripped Aytern’s hand tightly. ‘We’ve done that. Now, it’s time to fight. May Lunastra watch over us and lend us her strength!’

‘May Lunastra watch over us!’ Maya replied.

She’d come to believe in the moon goddess when she and Taran had first come to understand the Horselords’ faith. Now more than ever, she wanted to feel her presence, and yet, the only thing she felt was scared. Scared for her children, for Rakan and Aytern, and even for Safira, Daleth and his men.

The Dark Gods were coming, and who were they to stand against them?

But then she smiled.

Because if the Dark Gods had arrived in such force, it could only mean one thing. They were scared too.

***

Galmoth placed his foot on the back of Demmolias’ neck, pressing the slighter Dark God’s face into the frozen earth. Ice cracked, and stones crumbled under the pressure whilst everyone looked on, utterly silent.

Galmoth stood there, enjoying the moment. Demmolias had mocked him for summoning everyone to kill a few humans, now he was going to pay for the slight. He raised his sword.

‘Forgive me!’ Demmolias hissed, his green eyes blazing. ‘My words were uttered in haste. I meant no insult!’

Syralis shook her head subtly.

Galmoth slammed his sword down, burying the point in the ground and stood back. Demmolias pushed himself to his knees, visibly shaken, and bowed his forehead in subjugation.

‘Rise, Demmolias,’ Galmoth said, his voice rustling like fallen autumn leaves. ‘Your words were very ill-chosen, but today we have come together to kill the most gifted of humans, not one another. Insult me again, and there will be no leniency. Do I make myself clear?’

Demmolias kept his head down as he picked up his own sword, then retreated backwards to join the circle of attendant gods.

Galmoth spread his wings and arms.

‘You will have all witnessed the trail of corpses that leads here and the destruction visited upon the land as you answered my call. Over two hundred thousand of our followers have perished trying to bring these few gifted ones to justice. Those who lead them are either feared or revered, the strongest of their kind. That they’ve come here, the place of our return, can be of no coincidence. I put it to you, that as in millennia past, they seek to banish us again!’

‘Then, as ever, we bow to your wisdom in bringing us here,’ Raptos boomed, his gigantic shoulders bunching as he glared at Demmolias. ‘Together we will crush them!’

‘Indeed we will, and indeed we must!’ Galmoth agreed. ‘The gifted are a plague and must be wiped from the face of our world. Now let us retrace our steps to the castle where this began and where the lives of these humans will end!’

***

‘Quickly and quietly. We don’t know how close they are!’ Maya whispered as she waved everyone past the broken throne room doors.

Passing under the open roof had been nerve-wracking, and as she cast a glance over her shoulder, she hissed in frustration. Bootprints showed their passage through the freshly fallen snow as clearly as if signposted.

Likewise, broken ice and scuff marks in the frost left an obvious trail down the corridor toward the training chamber stairwell.

She ran and slid along the icy flooring, then carefully descended the stone steps in the dark, her fingers brushing the wall for balance. Reaching out with her other hand, she couldn’t find the central column, nor could she reach the ceiling above her head. Damn the builders of this keep for making it so grandiose that even a Dark God could descend with ease.

Nonetheless, perhaps it could be used as a choke point to slow them down. However, when she considered their size and power, she knew it was wishful thinking. These were no mortal adversaries.

After a while, the outline of the steps became visible, lit by a glow emanating from below. Increasing her pace, she ran down the last steps into the training chamber.

A single globe lit the scene, casting light across a dais.

The walls were covered in weapons, and everyone had helped themselves to a shield and either a sword or axe as well as several throwing spears. Daleth leant upon the hilt of a greatsword as long as he was tall. It was an obscenely large weapon, and he caressed its hilt like a long-lost love.

Syran had his hands on the globe, and as she approached, a section of the wall grated noisily as it opened inwards. A globe lit the interior of a square chamber with shelving, scrolls, a lectern, and three chests. The lids on two stood open, but the third was closed.

‘Every day for fifty years, I stood upon this dais,’ Daleth sighed. ‘I knew the story of how King Ander’s mages died down here, along with hundreds of his bodyguards when they were possessed by daemons. Yet not once did I consider there was a hidden chamber just a few steps away. I wonder what other long-forgotten knowledge this place holds, what other treasures are secreted away?’

Everyone remained on the dais as Syran walked across a carpet of thick dust to the unopened chest. Despite its own layer of dust on the lid, the sides were uneven, multifaceted rock inlaid with silver metal runes. The craftsmanship was incredible, and such a chest could surely only hold something of immense value.

He looked briefly over his shoulder, then reached out, grunting as his arms trembled as he lifted the heavy lid, which banged against the wall behind. For a moment, he stood there, looking into its depths, before slowly reached in.

Maya reached out to hold Juliana’s and Xander’s hands, holding them tightly.

Time was of the essence, and yet, fortunately, it seemed to slow as Syran turned around holding a closed tome, lips moving as if in prayer.

Suddenly, as if he recognised the urgency, he snapped back a heavy metal clasp and opened the tome. He stared intently at the first page as he shuffled back toward the group.

‘Don’t keep us in suspense,’ growled Rakan. ‘Please tell us it can be used to banish the Dark Gods, and it’s not an ancient recipe book!’

Daleth clapped Rakan on the back appreciatively and Dristin snorted.

‘From what I can make out, it can’t be used for either,’ Syran whispered, his fingers caressing the pages as he turned them over with increasing frequency. But it’s very familiar. It definitely begins with another spell of summoning!’

‘But of what? Will it bring even more evil to this world?’ Safira asked. ‘Historically it was daemons and then recently Dark Gods. Will this make things worse?’

‘Not unless the name Lunastra conjures something dark to mind,’ Syran exclaimed, his face alight with excitement.

‘Lunastra!’ Maya whispered, her eyes wide. ‘This finally makes sense! Lunastra told us everything we needed to hear, we just never truly understood her cryptic message. Consider her words to Juliana …

Whilst I’m absent from your world, I cannot directly interfere or instruct. I can only tell you this. The Dark Gods have been summoned. Once they gather their strength, they’ll spread across this world like a plague, killing or enslaving everyone in their path. If you flee, you will die, if you fight, you will die. Humanity alone cannot stop them.’

‘I still don’t understand, Mother,’ Juliana murmured.

‘Nor do I,’ Rakan admitted.

Maya smiled softly.

‘She told us we couldn’t win without her. That while she’s absent, she cannot help us. The only way for us to survive, for us to win, was to bring her here!’

Juliana clapped, her eyes full of understanding.

‘Of course! We just needed to have faith and you, Mother, to help us see the truth!’

‘It needed all of us here, Jul,’ Maya smiled. ‘All of us! Now, Syran, what do require? We likely only have one chance at this!’

Syran’s finger traced the page, his lips moving softly.

‘SYRAN!’ Daleth boomed, making him jump. ‘Do you need anything, or can you begin reciting the spell?’

Syran bit his bottom lip.

‘A vortex appeared from the sky before and tore away the throne chamber roof. If I cast it from down here, I don’t know what will happen. It might cause the castle and its foundations to collapse on us!’

‘Then we’d better get moving then!’ Daleth said, turning to Maya for affirmation.

She stood there for a moment, then nodded.

‘There will be no hiding up there,’ she said, her forceful gaze travelling around the group. ‘We protect Syran with our lives! Anyone who isn’t gifted now or in the past wears a helmet. The gems on the Dark Gods’ weapons enslave minds if you stare into them, so don’t become one of the possessed. Keep it on!’

Dristin stepped forward.

‘We’ll need to keep them away from Syran and the throne room to give him time to do what he needs to do. The only way to do that is to keep them busy outside,’ Dristin stated. ‘We take spears. Lots of spears!’

Everyone nodded.

‘Over seventy-five years ago, I conquered these lands and came to attack this castle. Fate has some sense of irony that I’m now going to die defending it,’ Daleth laughed. ‘Come, my friends, let us not be afraid of dying. Let us be afraid of dying badly!’

Maya stepped off the dais, beckoning.

‘Rakan, Xander, Juliana, Aytern, a moment if you will.’

As the rest of the group, laden with weapons, dashed toward the stairs, Maya turned to Juliana.

‘You and Aytern will probably be safe down here or in the kitchens. If they prevail, there will be no reason for the Dark Gods to search the castle.’

‘There will be no reason for me to live if they prevail, Mother. Xander will carry me upstairs!’ Juliana said. ‘I will not hide!’

Aytern thumped his chest and puffed it out. He had a dagger at his waist, and he grasped its hilt, looking ferocious.

Maya knelt.

‘Can you protect my daughter, Aytern?’

Aytern’s face lit up, and he nodded enthusiastically.

‘Will you join us outside, Jul?’ Xander asked.

‘No. I think I’ll guard our scholar. He’s rather … interesting!’

Maya’s laughter pealed out.

‘Jul, are you serious? All these years, you and Xander haven’t been interested in a relationship, and now, of all times, the two of you suddenly find someone you like.’

‘If this truly is going to be the end of the world, is there a better time?’ Juliana asked shakily.

‘You’re right, Jul. Rakan, would you watch over them all as you watched over Taran and me in our youth?’

‘I’ll die to protect them!’ Rakan sniffed. ‘But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, eh lass?’

Maya opened her arms and took a final moment to embrace her family one by one.

She had never loved them more in her life.

***


Chapter XXII










Syran stood in the centre of the throne room, legs and arms trembling as he held the heavy, leather-bound tome. He was grateful he had company, as without Julianna nearby, his courage might have failed him and seen him run back to the transient safety of the kitchens.

However, if Lady Maya’s daughter and Aytern had the strength to remain steadfast, so would he. The poor girl was as weak as a kitten, and sat on a chair, the young lad on her lap. From what he could understand, she’d given up her life force to bring him back from the depths of hell he’d been consigned to. As for the man Rakan, standing at her side, he stood as though he didn’t have a care in the world as he cleaned under his fingernails with a dagger tip.

Focus, Syran! He admonished himself silently.

With his gift having deserted him, it was easy to get distracted, whereas before, nothing could have torn his eyes from the pages. Nonetheless, he wanted to study this book from cover to cover, to try and unravel its secrets with the limited knowledge he still retained.

Damn his thirst for knowledge! It was his insatiable hunger that had led him to unleash the Dark Gods upon the world from this very spot. He’d considered himself wise, but no greater folly had any man ever committed.

‘Come on, Syran,’ Rakan called gruffly from where he stood with the others by a pillar. ‘The longer you wait, the more people will die!’

Even as Rakan uttered the warning, Syran heard shouting in the distance, and knew Rakan was right, he couldn’t put this off any longer.

Syran moistened his lips, breathed deeply, and absently noticed his breath like a spirit of the dead briefly in front of him.

‘Al nak asrul.’

The words were pulled from his lips now he had the intent to utter them. How a singular rune could give rise to three words no longer made sense, but it didn’t matter as long as he could read them.

‘Us def festul.’

Vague memories of Dristin’s group of Eyre archers joking as he’d read the previous summoning spell came to mind. They still surrounded him even now, captive listeners, frozen in death, but even such a grim observation couldn’t interrupt the spell that was being torn from his lips now he’d begun.

‘Deemos ancin saleen.’

A cold wind whispered around the throne room, whipping up the freshly fallen snow, chilling him to the bone. Yet it was a distant feeling, as though he were removed from his body and his tempo didn’t falter.

The page flipped over on its own accord, his eyes dragged across the runes, his lips uttering guttural noises that, for the most part, no longer had meaning.

Whispers filled the chamber, and he wanted to turn his head to see where they were coming from, but he couldn’t drag his eyes from the text.

A feeling of powerless dread settled over him.

He’d picked out Lunastra’s name from a rune, yet now he wasn’t so sure. What if he’d gotten it wrong and was summoning something so hideous that it could destroy the world?

Pictures appeared and faded as the pages whipped by. Winged creatures, humanoid in form yet inhuman at the same time.

Blood dripped from his eyes and nose onto the pages, yet it was absorbed as if it had never fallen. Was it payment for the casting, his life force being drained as Juliana’s had been when she called him back from the seven hells?

‘Asrus, al akranos, il sedenta!’

The words tasted bitter, metallic, and he wanted to retch, yet he couldn’t move beyond speaking.

Faster he read, the words streaming in a torrent, becoming louder, his throat and lips stretched to their limits.

Something this horrible, this painful, could only give rise to something worse. He’d miscalculated terribly, but it was too late to stop and impossible, even though he tried.

‘Lunastra, Fairantral, Solinaris, Ocanas, Gaila.’

Yet speaking the deity’s name left his throat bloody.

He wanted to convey to Rakan the terror he was going to unleash, to be cut down by his sword before it was too late, yet nothing but the ancient script could pass his lips.

Tears flowed as he gave in to the inevitable.

He was the death of worlds.

***

Maya stood just inside the keep’s broken doors, peering around a stone column toward the curtain wall gate, Xander a solid presence at her side.

His breathing quickened, almost hyperventilating, but as she was about to reach out and calm him, Safira took his hand instead and he relaxed under her touch as though a silent communication passed between them.

Maya smiled. At any other time, she’d have worried that their relationship was developing too fast, but Juliana had been right. If this was the end of the world, it was no wonder and a good thing besides.

She warmed inside as she recalled how quickly she’d fallen for Taran, smitten as if she’d been hit by lightning, not just once but over and again. Alongside having children, to have known true love was the greatest gift that anyone could hope to experience.

Perhaps, if the gods smiled on them, they just might find something similar. As for Jul, had she been joking about Syran? Her daughter had been surrounded by handsome and strong knights her whole life, and she had professed an interest in the slight Eyre scholar. Maya chuckled inwardly. Her daughter never failed to surprise her.

Oh, Lunastra, she thought. Give me the strength to protect our children.

Movement outside caught her eye, and she shook her head in begrudging admiration as she looked upon Daleth.

As green-tinged snow twirled in the breeze, he moved like a dancer amongst the bleached and broken bones of Kingshold’s long-dead citizens, swinging his sword in dazzling arcs.

It was the kind of thing Taran would have done, and she absently imagined the two getting on rather well. The giant king was almost as charismatic as Taran had been.

As if he sensed the weight of her gaze, Daleth turned toward the keep and delivered a theatrical bow before returning to his martial warmup.

Safira moaned, and Maya sensed Xander pull her close.

‘Why does he always have to lead?’ she murmured, sniffing.

‘Because he’s a great man,’ Xander replied softly.

Maya mulled over her son’s words. Daleth … a great man. Yet if she were to judge him on just the last two weeks, perhaps she’d have said the same thing, or maybe Xander was simply saying what Safira needed to hear.

‘Thank you!’ Safira said, her voice muffled. ‘It’s funny. He’d never admit to it, but he spoke frequently of your father and mother. He held them in high esteem. He would often remind me how he, once a mighty king, was defeated by a blacksmith’s son and a huntress. The moral of his story was that I should never underestimate my opponents!’

‘Then he is a wise man too,’ Maya said, turning to Safira. ‘I’m glad you know the man he became, not the man he was!’

Dristin waved from atop the curtain wall, where he waited within the shadow of a tower archway. His skill with a bow was phenomenal, but with only three arrows left, which could only annoy these creatures, he’d engage with spears and sword once they were spent.

He lifted up his hands, fingers and thumbs spread long enough so that everyone took note, then knelt to pick up his bow before stepping back like a wraith into the tower.

There were ten Dark Gods approaching.

Daleth’s soldiers waited, unseen, crouched behind fallen blocks of stone. Not that there could be a decisive ambush against such powerful beings … that wasn’t the plan. Instead, the plan was to delay the Dark Gods long enough for Syran to cast the spell.

Maya looked at Daleth again.

He’d insisted he could delay them longer on his own, and as the pre-eminent fighter amongst them and the best strategist, no one was going to argue.

Yet what could one man alone do?

Even if they’d had a force of thousands, it wouldn’t have been enough to defeat the Dark Gods, and yet Maya wondered at their hesitancy. They could have flown straight in but were apparently taking their time, walking through the city ruins to reach the keep. It was that hesitancy that gave her a scrap of hope. They were cautious, afraid of … something.

The gates within the curtain wall, whilst warped, were huge. Yet, at Daleth’s insistence, they’d remained unbolted and askew, as he didn’t want to give the Dark Gods any reason to take flight.

With a squeal of rusted hinges, the gates opened. Hundreds of crows rose noisily into the sky, complaining harshly at the intrusion, as in lumbered the Dark Gods.

Their size was intimidating, towering over even Daleth, their wings making them appear larger still. They were a mixture of obscene and dark beauty, crude in form yet somehow magnificent as well. They were a fusion of human and animal, winged, horned, scaled, some with tales, all of them exuding darkness.

It hung around them in a wispy translucent cloud, concealing their nakedness without the recognisable shape of clothing. These creatures had existed long before such things came to be.

Their eyes glowed with malevolence as they spied Daleth, who nonchalantly rested his sword upon his shoulder.

‘I’ve been waiting for you!’ Daleth boomed, his voice magnified by the surrounding walls. ‘What took you so long?’

The gods paused in their advance, looking at one another, whereas Daleth took two steps toward them.

‘I didn’t appreciate the damage you inflicted on my castle during your last visit. Now, who is going to pay for it?’

Maya sensed Safira struggling to restrain herself as she watched the scene outside unfold. Daleth had chosen a perfect approach. To delay the Dark Gods was the aim, not to fight, and as an individual figure, he caused them pause, whereas if everyone had been in the courtyard, a fight would have ensued immediately.

‘You come to MY CASTLE uninvited. Who do you think you are?’ Daleth boomed, pointing his sword at them. ‘What business do you have here?’

‘Who are YOU to dare address us in such a fashion?’ demanded a Dark God. Skin stretched taut over its mouth, revealing jagged tears as it talked. Its voice rustled, ancient, but it carried easily, painfully loud.

‘I am Daleth, the Witch King. Destroyer of civilisations, death of nations! Now leave whilst you still can!’

Baying, ancient laughter erupted from warped, tusked mouths.

‘This castle, these lands, this world, now belong to us, Mortal!’ screeched a Dark God. Her long hair writhed like a nest of snakes as she shook an evil green spiked flail.

‘Then which one of you ugly bastards has the courage to try and take it from me?’ Daleth laughed. ‘Not one of you, I’d warrant!’

Only the wind howling answered Daleth’s challenge, but from the Dark Gods’ shifting postures and exchanged looks, Maya knew they were communicating silently.

Then, one stepped confidently forward.

‘Gods, but did you have to choose the ugliest amongst you,’ Daleth laughed, backing away smoothly before the creature’s advance.

Safira moaned, and Maya spared her a swift glance. Safira had donned a helm, but Maya didn’t need to see her face to recognise the anguish she was enduring.

Syran’s harsh chanting echoed down the corridor. He sounded tortured, and Maya felt a chill. She’d never heard a spell cast before, but the words sounded … wrong.

Then, she turned her attention back to the courtyard.

The Dark God that Daleth faced towered over him by head, chest, and shoulders. Not only that, but its reach and sword were longer, and a vicious, spiked talk swished back and forth that could undoubtedly be used in combat.

Daleth raised his sword in salute.

This was the beginning of the end.

***

‘He sounds in pain,’ Rakan yelled over Syran’s shouted spell casting and the howling wind that whipped through the throne room.

‘He doesn’t look at all good!’ Juliana yelled back.

They both shielded their eyes and watched as the pages of the book flipped back to the beginning of their own accord. Syran began to chant the spell over again, his voice raw, cracking from the pain. Blood dripped from both his eyes and nose to spill over his lips, chin, and thereafter onto the pages, yet he didn’t pause or noticeably stop to even draw breath.

Aytern buried his face in her shoulder, and Juliana held him tightly, as much for her as for him.

‘We should help him!’ Juliana declared.

‘There’s nothing we can do, Jul. If he doesn’t summon Lunastra, we’re doomed!’ Rakan replied, resting his hand on her shoulder.

‘Askarta, destonons, albrath!’ Syran shouted, spitting bloody gobbets that soaked into the pages without a trace.

‘Seleedos, nosamnos, dastracta!’

The words left his throat raw, their ugliness as painful to hear as they were to speak. The muscles in his arms, back and neck cramped painfully, yet they were locked solid.

Please, let this end! he screamed, but it was only in his mind; his lips were not his to control.

He’d read the spell five times, and each time, he could sense when he pronounced a rune incorrectly. Yet something within the spell itself forced him to repeat everything over and over from the beginning.

His lost gift was the cause, but even without it, with each incantation, he progressed further before a mistake occurred. The question was, could he survive to complete it?

With so much blood demanded by the turning pages, and despite the hold the enchantment had over him, his eyesight began to blur.

He began the spell a sixth time, the words he uttered smoother, more sibilant, less ugly. Then, the wind, which had whipped around the throne room, began to spiral, dragging flakes of snow upwards, forming a vortex, and Syran knew he’d done enough. He still kept chanting, but the blood flow slowed.

Rakan stalked toward him, his face grim and as cold as the grave, and Syran mentally sighed as he wondered which eye the old warrior would plunge his dagger into.

***

Daleth drew deep, even breaths, his sword grip and shoulders loose as he glided across the uneven terrain.

The courtyard was a mess of broken bones, shattered stone blocks from the battlements, and rusty lumps of metal, all covered in a dusting of greenish snow and ice. Hundreds of crows settled to watch the duel, lining the jagged, broken walls, their evil caws perfectly fitting the desolation.

This castle had been glorious once, a visual feast, an incredible fusion of functional and aesthetic architecture. Pennants and flags had flown, it had been vibrant, with the surrounding city full of the love, life and hopes of several hundred thousand people. Now, thanks to his thirst for conquest, it was a massive cemetery fallen to wrack and ruin.

This was his legacy.

He’d been the death of this once beautiful land, so it seemed only fitting he should die here. Giving something back after he’d taken everything. His lifeblood spilt to the ground to replace that which he’d stolen from it.

It wasn’t enough, not even close. Nothing he did could atone for his past sins, not even if he lived a thousand years. But he still strived to be a better man, to lead those who’d blindly followed him to a somewhat more virtuous life.

Then there was Safira.

He glanced back toward the keep, but his vision couldn’t penetrate the dark interior. He’d already said his goodbyes, and he didn’t need to see her to feel her eyes upon him and her love surrounding him.

He was going to die today, and whereas before, he’d been terrified of what awaited, he was suddenly surprised to realise that his fate no longer mattered ... only hers.

She was kind, strong, giving, and loving. She had all the virtues that would ensure she journeyed to the next life, not the seven hells. He chuckled to himself over her attachment to Xander and Maya’s reaction.

His footsteps had taken him to the centre of the courtyard, and he had delayed the inevitable as long as possible. How long would he last?

A few heartbeats?

If only Syran had managed to finish with his spellcasting, but even as he circled the leviathan before him, he caught sight of something. It was difficult to see against the heavy clouds, but there was definitely a dark spiral … a vortex extending up into the sky.

He just needed to keep this spectacle going.

‘What are you called?’ he shouted, raising his sword to guard position as the Dark God hefted its gigantic weapon.

‘Demmolias.’ The creature’s voice rang like a hammer on an anvil.

‘I doubt I’ll spell it correctly on your gravestone!’ Daleth laughed.

The Dark God bellowed and leapt, closing the distance quickly, aided by its sweeping wings.

It caught Daleth by surprise, and he frantically threw himself backwards, sliding on the ice under the creature’s blade as its edge parted the air with a whoosh.

It leapt again before he regained his feet, and this time, he rolled forward as the sword tip bit into the ground behind him, throwing chunks of frozen earth everywhere.

Daleth found himself inside Demmolias’ guard and thrust blindly, but with a sweep of its wings, the Dark God flung itself backwards, landing a dozen steps away.

Interesting.

Rakan had regaled everyone with a colourful account of him killing a Dark God, so they weren’t completely invulnerable, but Daleth had thrust, not attempted a decapitating stroke. Maya had advised of their magical ability to instantly heal. It could have pressed its attack but instead had jumped away.

What was it afraid of?

Pain?

Daleth stood, brushed the frost and dirt off his shoulders, and threw a mocking salute.

It stalked forward, its clawed feet giving it a better purchase than Daleth’s boots, but he slipped smoothly sideways as that evil blade slammed down into the ground again.

It turned away, its tail lashing out, but Daleth had anticipated, and he ducked under the spiked tip that would have otherwise slammed him across the width of the courtyard. Another crushing blow had him leaping frantically out of the way, and his face stung as a stone shard bit deep.

He could hear the gathered Dark Gods’ mocking laughter as he frantically dodged Demmolias’ strikes, but Daleth was also amused.

He’d expected to die swiftly, and whilst he’d come close, he had but a few scratches, and something completely unexpected had just revealed itself.

Demmolias had no idea how to wield a sword!

He certainly knew which end to hold, but beyond a prodigious strength that could see a tree felled with a single blow, he didn’t have a clue. The Dark God had size, reach, and speed and was a deadly opponent, but … was completely unskilled.

This time, when Daleth laughed, it was genuine.

His own sword wasn’t much shorter than Demmolias’ and he advanced, weaving it in a flurry with both hands, exhibiting a dazzling display of whirling steel. A skilled opponent would have remained unfazed and used the opportunity to attack, but Daleth saw Demmolias’ green eyes widen.

Daleth leapt forward and crouched, released his left hand from the sword hilt, and spun on his heels. He swung the blade arcing out with his right and felt the edge bite home before spinning away to an upright guard position.

The roar of agony that greeted his ears was almost as shocking as the ease with which his blow landed and the way Demmolias fell to his hands and knees, a foot completely severed from his thick ankle.

As Demmolias bellowed in disbelief, Daleth stepped forward and raised his sword. A clawed hand reached out, but a diagonal cut from left to right saw that tumble to the ground too.

Daleth sidestepped forward, spun, and swung his sword in a gigantic, glittering arc that cleaved through the beast’s thick neck with such power that his blade buried itself deep in the frozen ground below.

Those malevolent green eyes flared a final time as the head thumped soggily across the ground before they faded away.

Daleth tugged his sword free, then twirled it in a figure of eight, rested it on his shoulder then made a theatrical bow.

‘Which of you big ugly bastards is next?’ he shouted.

***

Xander watched in disbelief as Daleth dispatched the Dark God with consummate ease and roared his challenge.

For the briefest moment, the wind dropped, and even the crows stayed silent as if waiting to see what would happen next.

Then, the Dark Gods surged forward.

Wings opened, propelling them at Daleth in a tsunami of talons, claws, muscle and evilly glinting weapons.

Dristin stepped from the tower, loosing his three arrows in less than a heartbeat. Three of the Dark Gods stumbled, screaming, clawing at the arrows embedded deep in their eyes.

Daleth’s men emerged, each casting a spear with practised ease, but despite finding their marks, it wasn’t enough to stem the flood.

Accepting there was no escape, Daleth calmly turned toward the keep, raised his sword in salute, and then disappeared under the black mass.

Safira didn’t utter a word but stepped up to the keep entrance and hurled a spear with a metallic cry of rage. It punched into the chest of the Dark Lord with the flail, who dropped to her knees, clawing at the weapon haft protruding from her body.

As the Dark Gods spun around, she ran down the steps, screaming a tortured, broken war cry, clawing her sword from its sheath at her waist.

‘Safira,’ Xander yelled, lunging forward to stop her, but it was far too late.

‘Xander!’ his mother screamed, trying to stop him, but he couldn’t just watch. He leapt down the steps after Safira, spying the four remaining soldiers closing in fearlessly from all sides to join the fray.

Dristin was throwing spears with uncanny accuracy from his position atop the wall, each one finding its mark.

As the painful attacks came from all sides, the Dark Gods’ cohesion diminished as they turned to face the numerous threats. Gems glowed, but the metal helms protected Safira and the soldiers from being enthralled.

Xander watched in disbelief as Safira ran directly at a Dark God who thrust a long spear twice as long as Safira was tall at her torso. She dropped flat, avoiding its flashing tip and slid between gigantic legs on her back, slashing as she did so.

The creature sank to one knee, hamstrung, and the next moment, Safira leapt up, hacking at its wings and neck in a frenzy as she clambered up its knobbled spine. Another Dark God reached out to pluck her off, and she leapt away only to land heavily and slip.

In that instant, a green metalled stave swung for her ribs. It was a crushing blow that would break her in half.

Xander dashed forward to parry with his sword, bracing his arms, and was flung, bouncing and sliding across the ice by the impact. He hit a boulder, went to push himself upright, and yelled in pain, his left arm a throbbing agony. In his right, he held his sword hilt, and from the sharp pain in his face, some of the shattered blade was embedded within.

A hugely muscled beast with a brutal, flat face and tusks like a boar protruding from beneath its lips lumbered toward him, crushing bones and small rocks beneath its feet. It hefted a dagger the size of a long sword in one hand and a mace in the other.

Xander struggled to stand. His head was swimming, and even his unbroken arm was numb. Two spears struck the beast, one in the shoulder, the other skewering its neck. Yet, other than a snarl of pain, it simply ignored the weapons.

Sobbing in frustration, Xander managed to get his feet under him, but it was too late. The mace raised, and he grabbed the jagged rock behind him for support, refusing to look away.

Then, he heard a scream and a flashing sword span, end over end, to bury itself hilt deep in the side of the creature’s head. It fell face down with a terrific crash, snow and debris puffing up around it. The green dagger dropped from its hand and skidded across the ice.

Maya ran and pulled Xander toward the keep as one of Daleth’s men, Doron, swept up the fallen green dagger. The Dark God got to its hands and knees, only for Doron to lunge forward and plunge it into a glowing, green eye. A roar exploded from the bulbous lips, and then the light in its remaining eye flared and died, as did the Dark God itself.

Xander couldn’t believe it, but then Doron collapsed, his legs just giving way, and he fell to the ground, twisting slowly, his eyes glazed.

‘Back to the keep!’ Maya yelled above the howling wind, which was whipping up snow and debris and sending the crows fluttering wildly across the sky as Xander stumbled after his mother.

The Dark Gods pursued with ground-eating strides but they faltered and turned, painful roars emerging from their ranks as Dristin attacked, running amongst them, his sword slashing left and right as he dodged grasping hands and swinging weapons.

He emerged unscathed, sword in hand, and sprinted to join Safira who appeared from behind a rock with three spears in hand to position herself between The Dark Gods, Maya, and Xander.

The remaining eight Dark Gods charged, and Safira’s spears didn’t even give them pause.

‘We’re too late, Mother!’ Xander gasped. ‘We’re too far from the keep to reach its sanctuary!’ He drew his dagger, and his mother did the same, stepping forward to stand beside their two friends. Of Daleth’s other three men, there was no sign.

Xander grabbed Safira’s hand, watching the mass of dark muscle, gleaming green eyes, evil and hatred bearing down, ready to overwhelm them, when suddenly, the Dark Gods skidded to a halt. Their body language was hesitant, and shock held sway over their twisted faces.

Rakan suddenly shouldered his way to the forefront of the small, defiant group.

‘Why are they so frightened of you?’ Maya whispered in disbelief.

‘Hah. Not me. I brought along some new friends!’ Rakan chuckled darkly. ‘This fight isn’t over yet!’

***

Maya squinted as four shining figures ran past in a whirl of snowflakes. A heady rush of warm air accompanied them, heavy with the rich, earthy smells of summer and even the freshness of sea following them.

Tall and slender, like flames, they hurt the eye as Maya tried to look at them. They were the perfect counter to the Dark Gods, whose aura seemed to swallow the light.

‘Lunastra?’ Maya shouted as the discordant clash of blades grew louder.

‘None other!’ Rakan yelled back. ‘But we can’t just stand here. Only four came through the vortex!’

‘Xander. Get inside!’ Maya shouted.

‘No. I can still fight. I’ve got some strength back in my arm. I just need a sword!’

Safira tossed hers over.

‘I’ll grab another!’

Maya beckoned them close.

Xander, you, Rakan and I go right. Dristin, you and Safira take the left. Let’s help put these Dark Gods in the ground!’

Maya ran forward, Rakan on one side and Xander on the other. Lunastra and her two companions were already hard-pressed, falling back before the longer line of Dark Gods that threatened to encircle them, and they arrived just in time.

Seeing Daleth’s victory and then Dristin moving with near impunity amongst the Dark Gods gave Maya confidence she could do the same.

Xander and Rakan stayed back, but she pressed ahead, sidestepping a clumsy thrust, rolling under a grasping hand, and then cutting left and right into exposed calves and knees.

As her victims stumbled, roaring in pain, Rakan and Xander stabbed and cut, preventing them from surrounding Lunastra and her companions.

The ground was slippery, but she placed her feet perfectly and remained balanced. She rolled to evade a stabbing spear and, despite the stones and ice tearing at her body, began to relax, using her sword to deflect the next attempt to skewer her as she swayed slightly to one side.

She’d fought hundreds of training bouts against Taran, and compared to him, these beasts were untrained children.

A sword slammed into the ground beside her, sending ice chips flying.

Untrained, dangerous children, she corrected herself.

Yet, however many wounds she inflicted, they simply slowed the Dark Gods, causing them temporary pain. Lunastra and her ilk, whilst dazzling, were as unskilled as the Dark Gods and unable to take advantage of the openings Maya and the others presented them with.

Whilst neither side gained the upper hand, it wouldn’t stay that way for long. The Dark Gods were inexhaustible, and they only needed to get lucky once. Even near misses could prove deadly, as the blood dripping from one of Maya’s legs testified. Shards of ice and stone could penetrate flesh as easily as a gigantic weapon.

‘This can’t go on forever!’ Maya shouted to Dristin, who, like her, fought in the heart of the storm, dodging around mighty tree trunk-like legs with ease.

‘Doron killed one with their own weapon!’ Dristin hissed, stabbing his sword into the back of a Dark God’s knee as he twirled by.

Maya flitted after him.

‘Doron died immediately after!’

Dristin scurried up between two bat-shaped wings, slashing great holes in both before leaping away unharmed.

‘The weapon killed him?’

‘Nothing else touched him,’ Maya called as they swept past one another.

An unearthly shriek rang around the courtyard, and a Dark God crashed to the ground, her throat torn away by Lunastra’s white gemmed spear. Yet even as Maya exulted, one of Lunastra’s companions fell, her head caved in by a black mace.

‘ENOUGH!’

The voice crashed around the courtyard, yet still, weapons hacked and slashed.

‘I SAID, ENOUGH! STAND BACK!’

The Dark Gods disengaged, hatred shining from their eyes. Maya and Dristin swiftly filtered through their ranks and returned to stand by Xander, Safira and Rakan, who struggled to catch his breath.

‘IS THIS WHAT WE WANT?’ Galmoth thundered, his rasping voice painful to hear. He pointed his sword at Lunastra while sweeping his hand at the fallen. ‘We are the last of our kind. Every one of our deaths is a tragedy!’

‘We have fought for time immemorial,’ Lunastra said softly, yet her voice, clear as a bell, carried easily to all who stood there. ‘Light opposes dark as night follows day. Balance must be maintained!’

‘Things have changed, Lunastra,’ Galmoth replied. ‘I swear if you continue to fight, you will die here, and we will prevail. What then for balance?’

‘I will not stand aside and let you kill these, my last remaining followers!’ Lunastra protested. ‘Do you wish to risk your life to pursue theirs?’

Galmoth shook his head.

‘I would ask, why risk yours to protect those who cast us all out? Have you forgotten your brothers and sister who ceased to exist, not because of me or mine, but because of them?’

He pointed his sword straight at Maya.

‘They caused our deaths then. They cause our deaths now. Ask yourself. If they weren’t here, would we be fighting? I think not! We’d recognise that this world is so big and we are so few, that we need never cross paths again if we go our own ways.’

‘You are full of lies and misdirection, Galmoth. ’Lunastra said, eyes blazing.

‘That is my nature, yes. But I swear on my creator stone that you and your fellow Bright Gods may pass and live in peace if you but leave these humans to their fate. Travel to the southern continents and rule there unchallenged. We will take the north. The power of the creator gods could be ours and more besides if we but coexist as we did right at the beginning!’

‘Hah. Your lies and misdirection are easily unveiled. You swear for yourself, but those with you remain silent!’

‘Oh, but I don’t lie, and nor do they need to swear. They’re bound to me by their stones. My will is their will. My life is their life!’

Lunastra shook her head in disbelief, her hair sparkling as if encrusted with a thousand gemstones.

‘You know, on this, I’m telling the truth, Lunastra. I will gift you the rest of the day to decide. Give up these few humans to me and save hundreds of thousands and yourselves instead.’

‘We will not accept your offer, Galmoth. We will fight you again on the morrow!’

‘If that is your decision on the morrow, so be it!’ Galmoth said. He spread his wings and leapt into the sky, sensing the anger and confusion of the remaining Dark Gods as they followed.

Tomorrow, the fate of the world would be decided.

***


Chapter XXIII










Maya watched through half-closed eyes as Xander knelt beside Safira, cradling her in his arms. With the heat of battle behind them, Safira was falling apart over her father’s death, and he was unsuccessfully trying to console her. Her heart wrenching, muffled sobs carried in the still air.

She could empathise with the girl. Taran’s death was a constant agony, but thankfully, her family’s love proved a constant distraction, and she’d fight to her last breath to protect them. Perhaps, if their love was given a chance to grow, Xander would take away some of Safira’s pain.

Her eyes drifted across the throne room to Juliana sitting cross-legged opposite Syran. The two were conversing intently, both animated, interested in what the other had to say, yet sympathetic to Safira’s plight as they spoke in hushed voices.

Daleth’s death had affected Juliana, too. Just as when Taran died, she looked healthier and reinvigorated. Off to one side, Aytern studied them both, his wide eyes flitting back and forth.

Her daughter’s face was intent, and the scholar’s no less so.

‘We should bring in the bodies of Daleth and his men,’ Rakan said softly, distracting her.

Maya sighed.

She enjoyed watching her children, seeing sides to them she’d never had a chance to experience before. If only there was more time than this one day.

‘Let’s go,’ she agreed, groaning, rising to her feet.

Rakan’s groan echoed hers as she stood, and he laughed softly as he joined her.

‘We aren’t in the best of shape, are we?’

Maya grimaced.

‘Far from it!’

‘Where are you going?’ Dristin asked, coming over to join them, a wan smile fading almost as quickly as it appeared.

Maya looked fondly at the Eyre archer. Dark rings under his eyes and a gaunt face revealed his exhaustion, yet he was always there when needed.

‘Outside. There’s work to be done,’ Rakan said simply.

‘Good. I was getting rather bored sitting around,’ Dristin sighed, moaning softly as he did so.

Maya laughed softly.

‘Initially, I wondered why Galmoth called a halt to the fight when he did, but now it’s painfully clear.’

Rakan looked quizzically at her as they walked down the entrance corridor toward the broken gates.

‘Go on,’ he prompted.

‘It’s because the fight earlier was evenly balanced and could have gone either way, whereas tomorrow, it won’t.’

The caws of a hundred crows greeted them as they descended the steps into the courtyard. It was a tragic, horrific scene, although the gently falling snow was already doing its best to erase it. Yet the greenish tint somehow made things worse, as if mould was already taking hold everywhere.

‘You don’t believe we’ll win?’ Rakan asked, taking in the carnage.

Maya shrugged.

‘It’s possible. But earlier, they were surprised by Lunastra and her companions and had also underestimated our skills. Galmoth was very astute. Look at us now. Safira is an emotional wreck, while the rest of us are all aches, pains, and bruises. Tomorrow, we’ll be even worse.’

‘How did you become such an expert?’ Dristin grimaced, leaning down to pick up a spent arrow.

‘I learnt from the best,’ Maya smiled. ‘Rakan and Taran!’

‘Hah!’ Rakan laughed. ‘You’ve made an old man feel better! Now, I’m not as sharp as I used to be, but I can see the truth in your words. So, to stand a chance tomorrow, Safira needs to be able to fight, and we need a new tactic.’

‘Exactly!’ Maya said, picking up a spear.

‘Aytern should be able to help with Safira,’ Dristin mused. ‘But what could possibly tilt the odds in our favour?’

They came across one of Daleth’s fallen men. His helm had been torn off before or after death, and his glazed eyes stared into nothingness.

‘Let’s move him and the others to the steps. Their bodies have been torn and broken enough,’ Maya said, throwing the spear so it thunked into one of the broken gates.

Rakan took the man’s legs while Maya and Dristin took an arm each. They laid him in the lee of the steps, propped up against the keep wall.

‘I don’t even know his name,’ Dristin muttered. He leapt in to attack without hesitation … a brave bastard, whoever he was.’

‘Nistal,’ I think, Rakan offered.

‘Nistal,’ Maya repeated softly, looking down at the corpse. ‘We’ll go find your friends!’

It didn’t take long before they’d carried Doron and Daleth’s two other men to join Nistal, and then, by silent accord, they approached the witch-king’s body.

His torso had been pierced numerous times, his arms and legs were gashed, and yet his face remained remarkably untouched. His long black hair waved softly in the breeze, almost as if it still retained life. His eyes were closed, and a half smile remained on his full, pale lips.

‘He looks handsome even in death. How fair is that?’ Dristin muttered. ‘Gods, I so wanted to kill him at first. But by the end, I couldn’t help but like the bastard.’

Maya smiled sadly.

‘He certainly was an evil man for his first life. I’d prefer to judge him by how he led his second. Without him, we wouldn’t have got this far.’

‘He tried to kill me the first time around, yet he saved me this time, so I’m with you on this,’ Rakan said, as he considered Daleth’s body.

‘We’ll need Xander to help us carry him,’ Maya said. ‘As for the corpses of the Dark Gods …

She led them over to the one Doron had killed and gestured at the enormous green dagger buried hilt deep in its eye.

‘We were looking for another tactic. Perhaps this is it!’

‘As you pointed out, Doron died shortly after touching it,’ Dristin warned. ‘That’s no use to us!’

‘Perhaps we can bind the hilt in cloth and make it safe.’ Rakan scratched his chin. ‘Just imagine if Xander wielded that, or any of us. We’d cut the Dark Gods to pieces with their own weapon.’

‘Or maybe we can’t wield this because it’s evil. But what of Lunastra’s weapon and those who came with her?’ Maya said in a hushed voice.

‘They’re weapons of the light. Surely they wouldn’t harm us,’ Dristin said, breaking into a smile.

Maya looked at Rakan and Dristin and saw the hope blossom in their eyes, which mirrored her own.

They’d needed another way, and this was it.

***

Lunastra’s appearance through the vortex had been so swift that Juliana hadn’t the chance to become overawed, especially as the moon goddess and the three others with her had rushed out to join the battle almost immediately.

Poor Syran had been left bleeding against the pillar where Rakan had gently dragged him. She’d been distracted by his plight and hurried to his side with a flask of water. Aytern had run to the kitchens to get some scraps of food, and together, they’d fussed over the unconscious scholar until he’d opened his eyes.

The water and food had returned him to a semblance of normality, and she’d sat with him, just holding his hand to let him know he wasn’t alone while he recovered from such an ordeal. She’d been strangely reluctant to let it go when he’d fully regained his senses. It had been soft, and gentle, like his eyes and demeanour.

Now, as she stood by her mother’s side, her nerves threatening to overwhelm her, she thought of the way he wriggled his nose when he thought. It had a calming effect, and she smiled.

Lunastra beckoned, and her two fellow gods moved slightly away.

Following a gentle tug from her mother, Juliana approached, lowering her eyes as she did so. Lunastra’s radiance was almost blinding, whilst showing respect and deference to her goddess felt only natural.

As Lunastra’s feet came into view, she paused and knelt, her mother beside her.

The light slowly dimmed, and then that musical voice spoke.

‘Juliana, my child, we meet again. Amongst all those who have prayed to me over the centuries, I sensed you and your mother were something special ... and that our fates were linked. Look at me, both of you. Now is not the time to kneel in obeisance.’

Juliana looked up to see those unforgettable grey eyes and the silver hair that she’d dreamed of so many times. She glanced briefly at her mother to see her gazing in wonder upon their deity.

Even though she’d spoken to Lunastra in her spirit travels, it was nothing compared to her physical presence. The warmth, scent, and feeling of well-being she exuded were indescribable.

‘Maya. I’ve watched over and tried to guide you your whole life. I’m so glad you found room inside your heart to pray to me.’

Lunastra’s voice was melodic, and every word seemed to be part of a piece of music, each note following perfectly after the other.

Maya nodded respectfully, hand pressed to her heart, with a smile as bright as Lunastra’s radiance had been mere moments ago.

‘You came to save us as I knew you would,’ she said. ‘I always believed in you, as has my daughter. Thank you from the bottom of my heart!’

Lunastra knelt and laid a hand on Juliana and Maya’s shoulders.

‘I knew you’d come to save me too!’

‘Save you?’ Juliana blurted.

A smile as soft as a cloud graced Lunastra’s face as she settled back on her heels.

‘Yes. Without your friend summoning me, I’d have faded away in time, especially now the Dark Gods are set upon their conquest.’

Maya looked upon Lunastra’s form, transfixed. She was clothed in light that shifted and shimmered over her body, hinting at what lay beneath without ever revealing it. She was covered but naked.

‘How so?’ Maya asked.

Lunastra’s smile faded.

‘Almost all of the Horselords are under the sway of the Dark Gods. Without their prayer to sustain me in my banishment, I would have shortly ceased to exist as happened to so many others of my kind.’

‘Galmoth claimed that we humans banished you. How did this come to be?’ Juliana gasped.

Lunastra sighed.

‘Long ago, the Dark and Bright Gods numbered in the hundreds. Most kept to themselves, although some mingled with humanity, guiding, advising, or, in the case of the Dark Gods, manipulating. Over time, people began to follow and worship us for our good deeds, and as our powers increased, the delicate balance that had existed between the Dark and the Bright tilted in our favour.

‘Perhaps afraid for their existence or simply using this shift as an excuse, the Dark Gods began to enthral people, taking away their free will, forcing everyone they encountered to worship them. Then, they discovered the power of human sacrifice.

‘Their powers grew exponentially, and they set their mind to destroying us. To our shame, we responded in kind, enthralling our followers, those of free mind, in fact, anyone we could, in an attempt to fight back the encroaching darkness. In the years that followed, millions died, and humanity teetered on the brink of extinction.

‘We convinced ourselves it was worth the price, that we still might prevail until we realised the truth. The endless slaughter would only end if we surrendered to our fate or the world was rid of the Dark Gods.

‘So, we aided the gifted on our side, helping them to discover and harness the forbidden power of magic. When this was used to banish the Dark Gods, we gave them the choice to live with or without us. They made their choice.’

‘And you were banished,’ Maya said softly.

Lunastra nodded.

‘We accepted our fate, knowing we deserved it. Of course, some people continued to follow the old ways of worship, and so, a few of us survived in the mists of time. But as humanity forgot our true names or prayed instead to false gods, my kind slowly disappeared.’

‘So the Horselords’ prayers gave you power?’ Juliana pressed.

‘Yes, they did, which allowed me to observe and exert the subtlest influence across the aether. The same can be said for those who prayed to Solinaris and Ocanas. Solinaris continued to represent the sun for many, Ocanas the seas.’

‘Who was it who died fighting to save us?’ Juliana asked.

‘That was Gaila, sometimes called the Earth Mother,’ Lunastra said. ‘Do not feel guilty. Millions died fighting for us. We owe you our lives as much as you owe us yours!’

Juliana nodded thoughtfully.

‘When we first met, you showed me images of what had gone before. You commanded the elements, fighting with lightning and fire. Can you not summon this in the battle tomorrow?’

‘In a hundred years, perhaps. Currently, I’m a shadow of my former self, as are, thankfully, the Dark Gods. Once, I could have levelled mountains, whereas now, I cannot even fly.’

A moment of silence followed, and then Maya sighed.

‘Can we beat the Dark Gods on their return tomorrow?’ she asked, already sure of the answer.

Lunastra shook her head, her lustrous white hair as bright as the moon.

‘I don’t believe so. We are too few and weak, whereas they already command the worship of nations and will continue to grow stronger.’

Maya nodded.

‘I had assumed as much, but I wonder if a decisive victory might be found irrespective.’

‘Tell me more!’ Lunastra leant forward, her eyes soft yet piercing at the same time.

Maya shifted a little uncomfortably.

‘Forgive my boldness, but I believe our skill with weapons exceeds yours.’

Lunastra laughed with the purity of a mountain stream.

‘You speak the truth. Why would we learn the fineries of combat when nothing could ever really hurt us?’

‘So, am I right in believing that, unlike our weapons, yours can kill without the need for beheading?’

‘Yes. I killed Syralis earlier with a spear thrust to the throat.’

Maya bit her lip, afraid to ask the pivotal question. All their hopes rode on Lunastra’s answer.

‘Is it possible for us to wield your weapons?’

Lunastra sighed, her usual bright smile fading away.

‘The power of creation, or un-creation, lies in the stone embedded within the weapon hilt. If you touch any gods’ weapon, make no mistake, you will die! Our weapons were never to be wielded by humans.’

Maya’s hopes sank, but she had one more idea.

‘A final question, if I may. Are you able to return my gift or that of Syran?’

Lunastra shook her head.

‘Your ideas have such merit, but sadly, the answer is again no.’

‘Then tomorrow, we must fight like never before,’ Maya murmured.

Juliana took her mother’s hand.

‘By tomorrow, we must have found another way to deliver the blood moon!’

Lunastra laughed softly, but it held a hint of melancholy.

‘Indeed, my child. Now, forgive me. I must converse with Ocanas and Solinaris. Let us convene in the morning, but enjoy this evening as best we can, in case it’s our last.’

Maya bowed, and Juliana followed suit, heavy of heart.

***

The aroma of cooking snake meat filled the kitchen. The devil cats had made another delivery, and Dristin had quietly skinned, gutted and boned the large reptiles, which now cooked over the fire.

Maya sat next to him on a wooden stool, gazing into the flames, the heat searing as she sought inspiration within its heart. She idly wondered whether anyone would eat breakfast. She had no appetite, and her stomach was so unsettled that it already felt like she’d swallowed a live snake.

Except for the crackling fire and the scrape of Dristin’s knife on the skillets as he turned the meat, the kitchen was silent. Everything that had needed to be said or done had taken place the night before.

As a group, they’d walked around the keep, looking for something, anything. They’d even revisited the hidden chamber to examine the unopened scrolls. Yet they’d kept their secrets well hidden, crumbling to dust at a touch. Syran had studied the spell book he’d summoned the Bright Gods with but could only discern what he believed to be a spell of banishment for Lunastra and her ilk.

Walking around the keep and the surrounding grounds revealed nothing that could be used strategically. Running or hiding would only delay the inevitable, so they’d come up with a simple and decisive plan. The less complicated, the less that could go wrong.

Maya turned toward Juliana.

Her daughter’s strength had returned enough with Daleth’s death that she was able to fight. A dagger was belted to her hip, and she’d silenced any debate on the subject with a look Maya knew only too well. But for now, she sat alongside Syran, comfortable in his presence. There was an obvious connection, and she smiled sadly. It would never get to blossom.

Opposite, Safira rested her head on Xander’s shoulder, their hands idly caressing. Aytern had thankfully worked his gift upon her, helping her to deal with Daleth’s loss.

It warmed Maya to see Xander so caring and protective, his arms readily willing to hold someone, where for so much of his life, he’d pushed everyone away. Taran would have loved seeing Xander’s transformation. Tears welled in the corner of her eyes as she remembered something Rakan had said. Taran would have died to see his son like this … and he had.

Wiping them away, she looked warmly upon Rakan as he leant back against a wall, sharpening an already razored dagger, sweeping a stone along its edge, over and over. He looked more like the man who’d helped her escape Daleth in times past. Aytern sat cross-legged opposite him, emulating Rakan sweep for sweep honing his own smaller blade.

Maya drank it all in. Had Taran been in the picture, it would have been absolutely perfect. A happy family, united, warmed by a roaring fire, content without riches, just wealthy in the love of those that mattered.

Even without Taran, she found herself smiling.

Dristin began handing out meat platters.

‘Eat,’ he ordered, as everyone stared uninterested at the food. ‘You know well enough that eating calms the nerves and steadies your sword arm!’

Aytern nodded sagely, wagging his finger at Dristin, then began to tuck in, shovelling chunks of snake meat into his mouth.

Almost as if Aytern had broken a spell, everyone followed suit, and Maya discovered that she had an appetite after all, and the food was as delicious as ever.

Soon, however, her anxiety returned. Even deep below ground, she knew daybreak wasn’t far off. She recalled how she’d felt before the final battle with Daleth. Despite the overwhelming odds, Taran had put in place a masterful plan, and they’d also been full of love and hope. How different things were now.

‘It’s time,’ Maya said simply.

Everyone moved decisively, no reluctance or defeatism evident.

She was the last one to leave the kitchen chamber and looked around their small sanctuary a final time. The fire still burned merrily, and a homely glow banished the shadows. Cooked meat for lunch was put to one side, ready for their return. Juliana had tidied up, folding the tapestries neatly, ensuring nothing looked messy or out of place.

She nodded and then ran lightly up the steps, her fingers tracing the stonework to find everyone ready for battle. No one had bothered with armour; there was no point other than helmets, one each for Rakan, Dristin and Safira.

Juliana had never trained for combat, yet she and Syran had gathered as many spears as possible. They’d engage from a distance. These now lay on a tapestry alongside dozens of daggers that Aytern had gathered for the same reason.

Xander and Safira wielded great swords. These were the only weapons that might have a chance to behead a Dark God, and they were the only two strong enough to wield them effectively.

Dristin had discarded his near-useless bow and now, like Rakan, was armed with two short swords.

Maya rested her hands on the hilt of her longsword and dagger, finding comfort in their weight.

Lunastra swept into the throne room through the broken doors, followed by Ocanas and Solinaris, who stayed near the entrance as Lunastra came forward.

‘My children,’ said the deity, filling the cold throne room with the warmth of her presence and voice. Every moment, every step, every decision of our existence has led us here. There is no happenstance in this. We were fated to come together at this time, at this place. Those with powers far greater than ours might be able to explain the hows and whys. I simply know that it is. We have but one chance today to win this battle. We kill Galmoth!

‘Yesterday, he said that the other Dark Gods are bound to him. He spoke the truth, and therein lies our one hope. The other gods have no choice but to follow his lead, and yet, far more than this, their lives are linked to his through their creator stones. He is their strongest but also their weakest link.’

Maya exchanged glances with her friends, seeing the grim determination etched within their tired faces and the readiness of their postures. Killing all the Dark Gods would have been an insurmountable task, but killing one was possible.

‘We know the longer the battle goes on, the less chance we’ll have,’ Maya stated firmly. ‘There can be no finesse in this fight. We kill Galmoth or die trying, and if all goes well, we’ll do it in the first few seconds of battle.’

Her announcement was acknowledged by grim nods accompanied by brief, cold smiles as everyone headed toward the throne room doors. Everything was in place.

The final battle awaited.

***

Maya shivered, the cold stone wall at her back leeching the heat from her body. To her right, Xander and Safira stood silently, their great swords unsheathed and ready.

No smiles, caresses or soft glances passed between them. Safira wore a full-face helm, as did Rakan and Dristin on her left. Each was lost in their own thoughts, waiting patiently for the Dark Gods to arrive.

Maya looked across the courtyard to the keep, the stone steps, and the transient safety of its interior. Torchlight glinted softly off the five figures standing within, girded in plate armour, mighty halberds gripped ready in their gauntlets.

Kneeling before them, Juliana and Syran waited with spears at the ready. Aytern stood on the bottom step a dagger in each hand.

They were the bait, the distraction, the misdirection, ready to draw the attention of the Dark Gods. Although they had no weapon skills between them, they were as brave and important a part of this plan to succeed as anyone.

The crows began to caw noisily, unpaid sentinels whose beady eyes had spotted the Dark Gods from their lofty vantage points.

Violence and death were again approaching as the snow-dusted outlines of Daleth and his men lying next to the steps and the larger corpses of Gaila and the two Dark Gods testified. There would be no escape.

The mighty gate to the curtain wall just by Xander’s right shoulder creaked, and everyone tensed, but it was just the breeze toying with their nerves.

Did Lunastra and her ilk feel nervous or fear death? They were hidden behind the other gate, and Maya wondered what they were thinking.

Their plan was simple.

Galmoth had led his cohort through the gates the day before, and if he did so again, they would leap out to slaughter him the moment he stepped through. Even if he didn’t, the sudden, unexpected violence should see them even the odds in the first few seconds and negate the enemy numbers by creating a temporary bottleneck at the gates.

They just had to hope Galmoth was in the lead or just behind.

The crows suddenly took flight.

Maya caught Xander’s attention, and he nodded. He lifted his great sword, Safira mirroring his move. The first few seconds would be pivotal. They would strike immediately, and whoever they attacked would turn, leaving their backs exposed to Lunastra.

This was it.

Suddenly, there was a whoosh, and the Dark Gods swooped overhead.

Aytern scampered in a panic up the keep steps as Galmoth and his brethren landed on the other side of the courtyard.

‘Bastards!’ Rakan hissed, his metallic voice magnified by his helm. ‘We’ll have to do this the hard way then!’

Maya stepped away from the wall, aware that everyone was staying in line with her. They’d discussed this worst-case scenario and hoped it would never arise, but at least they were prepared now that it had. They advanced across the open ground. Once they were within twenty paces, they’d charge.

Galmoth swung his ungainly head toward the keep, then back toward the gates, and laughed.

‘Lunastra. Where is the honour in an ambush? Are your human allies making you stoop so low? It looks like I have the answer to my offer. It’s time for you to die!’

‘WAIT!’

All eyes swung toward Ocanas at the far right of the line. Like the seas he was worshipped for, he was surrounded by a swirling pattern of blues and greys that appeared to break like waves as they met. He was a commanding presence, powerful, tall and broad of shoulder and wielded two swords.

‘Solinaris and I will take your offer,’ he declared loudly.

‘NO!’ Lunastra gasped, her musical voice strangely discordant. ‘We have stood against the Dark Gods for all eternity. We cannot abandon these people!’

She reached out to take their arms, but they shrugged her off.

‘They are your followers, Lunastra. Not ours!’ Solinaris said, his voice bereft of emotion. ‘Galmoth has offered us clemency. He cannot break his word. You will die for nothing. Come with us!’

‘If you would go in peace, go now!’ Galmoth boomed, pointing toward the gate.

‘Just you bloody wait!’ Rakan raged, stomping over to stand between the two departing Bright Gods and the gate. ‘You might not care about us, but you’re leaving Lunastra to die. Stay for her, even if not for us!’

Yet neither listened and strode past, taking all hope with them.

‘Bloody cowards. I hope you burn for all eternity in the seven hells!’ Rakan bellowed after them.

‘There is still time for you to leave, Lunastra,’ Galmoth urged. ‘Discard these pathetic humans. I would rather you live than die fighting for these worthless creatures!’

Maya turned toward Lunastra.

‘We would not fault you if you left. Live to fight another day with a million followers at your back!’

Lunastra laughed.

‘You have demonstrated more than any that a mother should never abandon her children! I will but follow your example.’

Maya looked toward Juliana where she stood in the shadows of the keep, lifted her sword in salute, then charged.

***

Xander ran straight toward Galmoth, who was sheltered behind his fellow Dark Gods. Had he anticipated their plan like he’d foreseen their ambush?

His breathing was ragged, his heart beating too fast, too soon. The enormity of the moment was overwhelming. Everyone he loved was in mortal danger, and it was down to him and Safira to give Lunastra a chance at killing Galmoth.

Except without Ocanas and Solinaris, there was no chance.

Juliana began hurling spears at the Dark Gods, trying to distract them, but her throws fell short, and Syran was no better. Only Aytern managed to hurl his daggers far enough, yet not a single head turned their way. The suits of armour they’d positioned within the hallway hadn’t fooled Galmoth for a moment.

Every green eye was on them, every weapon turned their way.

Behind him was his mother, flanked by Dristin and Rakan, and then Lunastra.

For his whole life, he’d considered the gods nothing but a figment of the imagination. He’d derided anyone and everyone who’d worshipped them, and all along, he’d been wrong.

Their goddess wasn’t just real. She was with them.

If only she was all-powerful as gods were supposed to be.

He didn’t want to die. He’d seen too much death of late to ever believe it was about glory or honour. It was about blood and guts, spilt entrails, shit and vomit. His mother had warned him, and again, he’d never believed.

He wished he’d told her how much her love meant to him. Nor had he let Juliana know how proud he was of her. Somehow there’d never been the time or the right moment these last weeks.

Then there was Safira matching his stride on his right.

There was something about her that eased the troubled waters of his soul, yet also unleashed a thousand butterflies in his stomach.

He sidestepped a spear thrust, hacked down with his sword, half severing a black forearm as thick as his thigh, then as he went to slip past, received a kick that sent him skidding on his back, winded.

His mother, knowing the best way to protect him was to attack, pressed forward.

Xander sucked in a deep breath, then rolled to his feet just as Lunastra dashed by, her feet barely disturbing the fresh snow.

There wasn’t the usual discordant harmony of steel upon steel. No one except Lunastra could afford to directly parry the mighty thrusts or swings of the Dark Gods. Instead, inhuman bellows of pain and Rakan cursing at the top of his lungs as though it gave him strength echoed off the keep walls.

Xander drew alongside Safira, and his hopes began to fade. Whereas before, there had been gaps between the Dark Gods to dash through and exploit, they’d learned their lesson and weren’t spreading out; instead, they were holding close ranks, accepting wounds but not giving ground.

No one had been able to get close to Galmoth, and yet just as defeat began to settle over Xander, Lunastra lunged, her spear tip crunching into the chest of a Dark God.

One down, seven to go.

Xander and Safira jumped into the gap, cutting left and right, widening it with their ferocity while Rakan, Dristin and his mother desperately guarded their flanks and rear.

Suddenly, there was a ferocious clang, and Xander caught sight of Rakan tumbling across the ground like debris in the wind.

Someone grabbed his shoulder, and he was yanked backwards just as a huge blade chopped down, thunking into the earth where he’d been standing.

His mother stepped past, her longsword piercing a dark forearm, and the dark sword dropped to the ground. Yet, instead of picking it up, the Dark Lord swung with the back of his fist, catching her shoulder and spinning her around.

Safira stumbled into him, her helm knocked askew. She tore it off and continued the fight, blood pouring down her face.

The Dark Gods pushed forward, knowing they had the upper hand, and Xander fought frantically just to keep himself and those around him alive. His arms were numb from having to deflect blows, and his vision began to blur. They couldn’t go on for much longer, and suddenly, their last hopes were dashed as Lunastra gasped and sank to her knees, her spear dropping to the ground with a dark blade deep in the back of her neck.

Safira grabbed his arm, and pulled him, weaving through the narrow gap of closing bodies, Maya just ahead.

They stumbled clear and ran a few yards before turning around.

Rakan still lay unmoving where he’d been thrown, and Dristin stood guard in front of him.

Two Dark Gods quickly turned to attack the Eyre captain. He was lightning fast, his form compact and efficient, and he dextrously avoided his larger opponents’ clumsy blows, whereas his found their mark. But suddenly, he slipped on the ice, and his helmet slammed against the ground leaving him stunned.

‘No!’ Maya cried, turning away briefly as a giant sword slammed down, pinning Dristin motionless to the ice.

Within the darkness of the keep entrance, Juliana, Syran, and Aytern stood aghast.

For a moment, the Dark Gods paused, watching as Galmoth knelt and sawed off Lunastra’s head with his sword. He held it up by her white hair before tossing it across the courtyard. It rolled right up to Safira’s feet, and she flinched.

‘I’ve waited since the dawn of time to do that. Let me thank you all for summoning Lunastra to her doom!’

Suddenly, the gemstone on the hilt of his sword shone with dazzling brightness, and Xander squinted against the glare, wondering what dark spell Galmoth might be casting. Yet nothing happened.

‘I love you, my son!’

Xander turned into his mother’s embrace. All was lost, and he took a moment to enjoy the precious feeling.

‘I’ve loved you since the day you were born,’ she continued, ‘as did your father. He was always so proud of you. Now …’

With a sudden shove, Maya thrust him off balance, crying out in pain as she did so. Xander scrambled to his feet to see his mother clutching her side, blood leeching between her fingers as Safira advanced toward her, sword extended, eyes shining green.

‘No, no, no!’ screamed Xander, rushing forward to stand between them. ‘Safira. Please don’t!’

In the background, the hideous laughter of the Dark Gods assaulted his ears.

Safira lunged with blinding speed, and her sword scored his arm, drawing blood.

‘Safira, listen to me. You can fight this!’ he pleaded.

Again, she lunged, and this time, her sword glanced off his wrist.

The next time she lunged, Xander stepped to one side and snapped out his fist, connecting squarely with her jaw. It was a solid punch, and her legs gave away, her eyes closing as unconsciousness took her.

Xander stood there, swaying.

His mother was on her knees, clasping her hands to the sword wound. Safira lay unconscious at his feet.

Galmoth and the Dark Gods were laughing. Enjoying the show.

Xander bent and picked up Safira’s weapon and with a great sword in each hand, stumbled toward Galmoth and the Dark Gods.

‘I want you!’ he screamed, his rage incandescent, pointing his swords at Galmoth.

‘I want you!’

‘Then you shall have me, Mortal,’ Galmoth laughed, and stepped forward to meet him.

***

Maya watched as the Dark Gods spread out, stepping back toward the keep, giving space for Galmoth and Xander to fight.

The pain in her side was excruciating. Safira’s sword had bitten deep, and blood ran freely over her fingers, however hard she clamped them to her side. Was it a coincidence she’d been wounded in exactly the same place Taran had?

Her vision clouded with pain, tears and frustration as she tried to stand, to fight on. Her beautiful family was broken and dying, and her son was about to be slaughtered before her eyes.

She screamed in frustration and anger, absent the strength to rise, and slumped down, unable to look away as her son went to fight alone.

Galmoth was taking his time, circling Xander in giant steps, aware Xander was bleeding and weak. He was enjoying the moment, as were the Dark Gods around him.

Juliana, Syran and Aytern dashed from the keep, ignored as they sprinted across the battlefield.

Aytern split off and ran to Rakan, shaking him, trying to get him to wake up. Maya’s heart ached for the young boy. Such an innocent and brave soul didn’t deserve to die here. None of them did.

Juliana skidded to a halt and Maya briefly closed her eyes as Juliana’s arms wrapped around her.

‘Mother, mother. How could this happen?’

Maya put an arm around Jul’s shoulders, keeping the other clasped to her wound, and squeezed her tight.

‘Listen, Jul. You and Syran should run,’ she said, her voice a whisper. ‘Try and hide in the city. Galmoth might not even notice you’re gone!’

‘How can you say that?’ Juliana sobbed and buried her face in Maya’s shoulder. ‘I’ll never leave you. Ever!’

Her daughter’s body shook, and despite the tragedy of the moment, Maya didn’t want it to end.

‘I love you too, Jul. You’ve made me proud every day of your life!’

Syran knelt beside them somewhat awkwardly.

‘I’m sorry!’ he whispered.

‘I’m glad my daughter met you, Syran,’ Maya said with a smile that was more a grimace of pain, trying to find the words to comfort him, then turned her attention back to Xander and Galmoth.

Xander was usually tall and strong, but as he advanced on Galmoth, he was stooped, exhausted and injured. In contrast to the Dark God, he looked like a child.

Maya moaned as her son charged, full of raw anger and an utter disregard for his own safety. He’d never become the consummate warrior Taran had been. He’d relied on innate talent, not willing to put in the hard work to achieve mastery, but he was still a deadly fighter.

Yet there was no hint of training or skill in his form as he swung at Galmoth. It wasn’t going to be enough, not now, not when he was injured, tired, and distraught.

It would be over quickly, and then, the Dark Gods would come to finish the rest of them off.

Galmoth also lacked skill, yet he was inexhaustible. He blocked Xander’s attack with disdain and then stepped away from Xander’s next rash charge.

A long leg swept out, catching Xander in the side, and Maya’s own wound spasmed in sympathy as her son slid across the ground. Galmoth could have finished it then, yet he waited for Xander to regain his feet.

‘Pathetic, Mortal,’ Galmoth roared. ‘Once I kill you, I will pull the arms and legs off your friends. Their screams will be like music!’

Xander charged again, roaring. He stumbled as he approached, yet still swung, his right sword ringing against Galmoth’s blade. It spun from his grasp, and he stumbled away a few steps before raising his remaining weapon.

Three times he attacked, long sweeping two-handed swings. There was no form, no disguise, just brute strength designed to overwhelm his opponent, but Galmoth blocked them, unperturbed.

Xander tried one last swing and missed. He stumbled forward a few steps, sucking in great gasps of air as he bent, one hand on his knee to support himself right before Galmoth.

‘Oh, no!’ Juliana sobbed, burying her face in Maya’s shoulder, unable to watch.

Maya couldn’t tear her eyes away. Galmoth lifted his huge sword above his head, eyes glowing brightly, and in that instant, Xander twisted and spun, his sword lashing out, just as Daleth had done, severing Galmoth’s leg at the ankle.

Maya’s hopes soared as Xander revealed his ruse.

Galmoth roared in agony, collapsing to his knees, and Xander leapt, spinning in the air, his sword glittering in a mighty arc, flashing around and down to sever Galmoth’s head … only to miss as Galmoth rolled away, lashing out frantically with his sword.

Xander swayed away from its tip, only to leap forward immediately to finish the fight …

Maya’s heart beat rapidly. Xander was going to kill Galmoth!

Then, like a pack of beasts, the Dark Gods closed in. A long stave lashed out, and Xander rolled frantically to avoid the devastating blow. He got to his feet, dodged a thrust, and leapt for Galmoth, only for a fist to crash into his chest, knocking him backwards.

A foot kicked him hard, and he rolled across the icy ground to smash into a huge piece of masonry that had fallen from the keep.

Xander pushed himself to his feet, and even from where she knelt, Maya could see the blood running from Xander’s mouth.

He turned toward her, his eyes full of pain and regret, lifting his arms.

‘Help me!’ he called desperately.

‘I’m coming!’ Maya shouted, finding the strength to get to her feet, not wanting Xander to die alone.

Syran took hold of Juliana as Maya stumbled toward Xander, aware of two Dark Gods turning her way. Galmoth still bellowed in pain, but was now upright, leaning on another behemoth’s shoulder, intent on witnessing the end.

‘HELP ME!’

Maya’s heart ached. Xander’s plea tore at her heart, not just filled with the pain of his wounds but with a lifetime of torment and suffering … and suddenly, the sky went black.

The Dark Gods looked up as, like rain, hundreds of crows dived, hammering their beaks and claws into glowing green eyes, ears, and lips.

Then, as the Dark Gods stumbled half-blind, a wave of blackness swept around Maya’s legs as devil cats ran past, screeching in fear, hate and anger to tear and rend at the Dark Gods’ flesh.

Mayhem ensued.

Black swords, staves and spears were swung blindly left and right, and suddenly, two Dark Gods crashed unmoving to the ground, smitten by their own fellows.

‘STAY CALM, BROTHERS!’ Galmoth bellowed.

Roars of anger and pain amplified by the walls, buffeted Maya as she stumbled toward Xander, her hand clasped to her side, still unsuccessfully trying to stem the flow of blood.

Xander regained his feet, grasped his great sword with two hands, and staggered forward, the sea of cats at his feet parting as he attempted to cleave a leg from another Dark Lord. Exhausted and injured, his blade didn’t sever the limb and stuck.

Roaring in frustration and agony, his victim lashed out blindly with his giant stave, and Xander threw himself backwards to the ground.

Then, the hope these unlikely allies brought disappeared like mist before the sun as they suddenly dispersed, leaving hundreds of their number bloodied, littering the ground.

Maya limped toward Xander, who was now on his hands and knees. His face was battered and bruised, one of his eyes swollen shut. Blood ran from his nose, mouth and ears.

Behind him, a Dark God with ears like a bat and ribs that appeared to be on the outside of its body raised a long club above its head.

Maya was too far away and had no weapon.

She screamed in anguish and rage, casting around for something, anything, when her eyes fell upon Lunastra’s body a few steps away.

Beside it lay the deity’s spear.

She didn’t hesitate.

With the last of her strength, she ran, stooped, picked up the spear, took two sidesteps, and, with a grunt, heaved the weapon at the Dark God's face just before she dropped to her knees, her body suddenly tingling as if stung by a thousand nettles.

The spear flew straight and true, heading right for the creature’s brow. Yet, just before it hit, the Dark God swayed out of the way with a hint of a mocking smile … then … collapsed.

Behind him, Maya saw Galmoth swaying unsteadily, looking in disbelief at Lunastra’s spear embedded in his chest, whilst around him, the remaining Dark Gods toppled like trees.

Galmoth’s eyes locked with Maya’s, the green light in them flaring then flickering as he fought against death.

Then they went out, and he fell face down into the dirt.

A second later, Maya sank backwards and lay looking up at the sky, watching in wonder as the clouds began to clear.

***

Waves breaking, the mournful howl of the wind, and the distant notes of a long-forgotten song teased at Maya’s senses.

The sky, full of warm yellows and oranges, pulsed, synchronised with her slowing heartbeat, intricate shapes formed and dissolved before she could grasp their meaning.

Then Juliana and Xander’s tear-streaked faces appeared above her. They were crying, saying words she couldn’t hear. They held her hands, but she couldn’t feel their touch.

It hurt that she couldn’t console them, couldn’t tell them that she loved them one final time. That her dying didn’t matter, because they would live on, and that was everything.

Despite their grief, their faces glowed with an inner light, the dirt, bruising, and blood absent, and Maya realized that she could see their inner selves, and they were so beautiful.

She cried with happiness, despite the absence of tears or sound.

Slowly, they began to fade. She tried to hold on, every heartbeat a gift as she beheld their light, their love.

Then Aytern appeared, his dark brown eyes shining, mesmerising, looking closely into hers. They drew her in, and then, she heard two words as clear as a bell. They were spoken with a child’s voice but held the weight of ages.

‘Remember, forever!’

And she did.

Every happy moment she’d ever experienced flashed through her mind. From being held in her mother’s arms to healing a bird with a broken wing so it could fly, from creating her secret place to getting to know Taran. On and on, the memories flashed, becoming more intense, Taran in almost all of them, their first kiss, the first time they joined, getting married, Juliana and Xander’s birth. She relived every joyous moment in a heartbeat, and as the final one faded, her heart beat a final time, and she heard those two words again.

‘Remember, forever!’

Then, there was nothing …

***

‘Astartas, banashdan, finulte, imperlium!’

The tome closed of its own accord in Syran’s hand, and he sank to one knee. A moment later, Juliana’s arm was around his waist, helping him to stand. He took a deep breath, happy that the incantation was behind him, and that Juliana’s arm stayed around him.

‘It’s done!’ he said.

Xander nodded.

‘Let us hope it was successful. Ocanas and Solinaris don’t deserve to tread the earth. Their betrayal proved that our ancestors did the right thing in banishing them. Now they must stay that way forever.’ Xander held out a hand.

Syran reluctantly handed over the tome.

‘Destroying such knowledge is sacrilege!’ he sighed.

Juliana withdrew her arm, her eyebrows knotting together as she stamped a foot.

‘But, the chance of it falling into the wrong hands is something we can’t risk!’ he said hastily, and watched in relief as the thunderous look began to dissipate.

Xander tossed the tome onto a fire that he’d built in the middle of the throne room.

For a while, they stood lost in thought as they watched the flames take hold. The metal-bound cover warped, groaning as if spirits were being cremated within.

‘Safira. It’s time!’ Xander called, turning toward the throne.

Within its embrace, Daleth the Witch King sat, draped in purple cloth, one of his giant swords across his legs. Even in death, he was an imposing figure. Doron and his other three loyal men who’d died in the final stand sat, leaning against the throne.

Safira had placed weapons in their hands and shields at their sides, having tearfully explained that if indeed they returned to the seven hells, they could fight together in death as they had in life.

Xander watched as Safira limped toward him, stony-faced.

‘She’ll come around,’ Juliana whispered at his side.

He favoured Juliana with a quick smile. Safira had lost her father and now felt responsible for Maya’s death. No one blamed her, but the weight of guilt she carried was relentless. Even Aytern hadn’t been able to help.

‘I’m not so sure,’ he said softly.

‘Love heals all things. That’s what mother used to say,’ Juliana whispered.

Xander smiled faintly.

‘She said a lot of things and was almost always right. Now, let’s put this place behind us. We have a long journey ahead, and who knows what awaits our return home.’

He picked up his pack, watching as Juliana effortlessly lifted hers onto her back. Their mother’s death had left Juliana stronger than she’d ever been in her entire life.

They walked together in silence out through the keep doors and down the steps into the bright sunlight. It was a warm summer’s day, with only an occasional fluffy white cloud in the sky.

‘Is it done?’ asked Rakan, leaning on a spear that doubled as a crutch. Aytern stood next to him, leaning on another that had been cut in half.

‘It’s done,’ Juliana said.

‘Well done, Syran,’ Rakan muttered.

He turned back to the broken soil he’d been standing over. A flagstone stood on its side, marking the grave of Dristin and his fellow Eyre. Rakan put his fist over his heart, and Aytern copied him.

‘I won’t forget you, my friend!’ he said solemnly. ‘I will tell your people of what you did so they sing your name alongside your father’s for a thousand years.’

They all stood for a moment, paying their respects to the Eyre archer, and then walked to the centre of the courtyard.

For three days, Xander, Rakan and Aytern had cleared it of the detritus of battle.

They’d chopped the bodies of the Dark Gods into unrecognisable pieces, then, bit by bit, taken them outside the city perimeter and hurled them into the undergrowth.

Afterwards, they’d dug a pit beside a weak section of wall, then, using spears, manoeuvred the fallen gods’ weapons, their gemstones still pulsing with power, into the hole. Hundreds of old bones had followed, and once filled with dirt, they’d collapsed the wall, ensuring everything remained entombed by the immovable amount of masonry.

Finally, at Juliana’s insistence, they’d dug a large grave for Lunastra, Gaila, and Maya. They’d placed them side by side, and when they’d finally found the strength to cover the bodies with soil, their tears had watered the ground.

Unlike Dristin’s grave, they’d left this unmarked, but now, as they stood looking down at where their mother had been buried, it was apparent they’d never needed one.

A thick carpet of rich grass already covered not just the grave but half the courtyard, and small wildflowers had begun to bloom.

In a kingdom that had been dead and dying for decades, there now grew an oasis of life.

‘Goodbye, Mother,’ Xander said, crouching to place his hand on the grass. He swallowed hard before continuing. ‘I’ll never forget you and the things you taught me. I’ll endeavour every day to make you proud of me, and be like the man my father was.’

Juliana knelt beside him, eyes brimming with tears.

‘Xander and I will ensure our beloved Horselords live on,’ she added. ‘You will never be forgotten. Ever!’

Rakan stood over them both, silently saying his farewells, barely controlling his emotions.

Safira looked on, trembling, then stepped forward to place her hand on Xander’s shoulder, and he reached up to clasp it.

Aytern stood by watching, and the tiniest of smiles briefly crossed his sorrowful face.

Of them all, only he knew the end was just another beginning.

***

THE END
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