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  Prologue


Lightning lit up the sky and thunder battered the senses of the watchmen. All night they had guarded the palace’s great gate, while the storm raged all around them. For hours, the elements had illuminated the sky in a cacophony of light. For most of their shift, the guardsmen had huddled in the limited shelter of a small guardhouse. 
“Here, Jonas, who would be out here on a night like this?” the guard captain muttered to his fellow watchman. A stooped figure was shuffling along the road, the heavy rain obscuring the vision of the guards.
Jonas was a boy of no more than seventeen who had just joined the guards division and was in training to join the King’s Legion proper. He leaned out of the side of the guard station to take a look at the figure.
“They must be ruddy mad to be out in weather like this. The poor bugger must be soaked right through.” Jonas took a step out into the road and moved towards the shuffling person. As he approached, he could hear a strange sniffling sound. It sounded as if the figure was crying. It was a woman, Jonas realised.
“Here, Cody,” he called to his colleague. “Come here. I think this woman’s hurt.”
“Captain Cody to you, son,” the grizzled elder man growled irritably as he stepped in front of the hunched woman. He gestured impatiently for his inferior to halt the woman; she seemed determined to shuffle straight past them and through the gate.
“Here, love, are you okay? You’ll catch your death if you stay out in this weather much longer,” Jonas said, ignoring the pompous captain.
Jonas reached for the woman’s arm. Instantly, the stooped figure stopped, before rising from her hunched position to a straight-backed one.
With an eerie silence, Captain Cody watched in terror as the woman grabbed Jonas’s chainmail-covered arm and wrenched the terrified lad to the ground. Instantly, she was on him, a dagger in hand, slashing and hacking at the boy’s head and neck.
Seconds later, the now blood-soaked woman stood and held the guard’s severed head in her hand. Her robe had slid off, revealing a taut, naked body, the rain washing across her flesh, cleansing the young guard’s blood into the road.
She turned her head and stared at Cody, a manic look in her eyes.
Cody stood and watched, paralysed with fear as she advanced on him. He staggered backwards, desperately trying to unsheathe his sword. With startling speed, the woman came at him; with one savage swipe of her dagger, Captain Cody joined his comrade in the underworld.
The woman turned to look out over the city. The city of Sunguard’s lights looked like a vast sea of fireflies in the night, the effect only slightly dampened by the heavy rain. Occasionally, bright forks of lightning would flash on the distant horizon, making the night as bright as day.
The plateau was impregnable to any army willing to directly assault it. The long-winding road that led to the plateau’s peak, and to the palace in the centre, was defended by a number of guard towers and defensive kill zones. The steep sides and formidable man-made defences ensured the king’s palace would be able to fend off any enemies. Any enemies save one …
She walked to the guardhouse, taking a flaming torch off of the wall and, with a smile, walked to the edge of the winding road and waved the torch three times.
It was the signal for the Crimson Blades …


      [image: image-placeholder]Elena cradled the gurgling baby in her arms. The little prince was restless; the storm had kept him awake all night so far. Or was it something else? Elena had felt uneasy this night. And yet she had no reason to be; it was a night like any other, aside from the vicious storm battering the palace. The gods were angry this night.
She shook her head and chided herself. “There’s nothing to fear, my little prince,” she said soothingly, in part to calm the baby, and partly to make herself feel better. “It’s just the weather keeping you up, nothing more.”
The nursery was a large, bright room, lit by candles and painted in soothing pastel colours. Pictures of dogs, cats and a friendly-looking black bear adorned the walls. It was a peaceful place.
Elena had been the nanny to the baby prince since he was born, six months ago, and was chosen from a number of prestigious candidates. She had felt great pleasure beating the rival girls to the job and was immensely proud of her position. Above all, she had learnt to love the baby as though he was her own. She would do anything for him, even give her life if needed. Little did she know that tonight she would have to put her commitment to the test. Elena eventually got the baby off to sleep, returning to her own bed which was next door to the nursery.
The wind was howling outside, and the rumble of thunder added to the sense of unease she felt.
She took her ivory brush and began dragging it through her hair, a habit from her childhood. It was something she did to ease her worries. But the nagging feeling remained, like an itch she could not scratch. She stood up after several minutes to pace her room.
“This is silly!” she muttered to herself.
The sound of running feet stopped her pacing. The footsteps were drawing closer to the nursery. Who’d be running around the palace at this time of night, she wondered.
She ran to her bed and felt under the pillow. The hilt of the silver dagger her father had given her gave her comfort as she picked it up. She drew the blade and moved quickly to the nursery.
The running footsteps were outside the door.
The nursery door was kicked in with a loud crash, waking the baby prince. In the doorway stood Commander Davik, the head of the king’s guard. In his gold and black plate armour, he looked like a hero from the old stories.
“Elena, thank Niveren you’re safe,” he breathed in relief.
“What has happened, my lord, why are you dressed for battle?” she questioned, clutching the dagger tightly to her chest.
“There’s not much time, Elena,” he replied hastily, grabbing a travel bag off of the nursery wall. “We have to get you and the prince to safety. The palace is under attack!”


      [image: image-placeholder]The king and queen were the first to die. After their guards had all been silently dispatched, the assassins entered the royal bedchamber. There, their victims lay soundly asleep.
Two quick cuts with the assassin’s blades and the heads of the kingdom were dead.
In other rooms around the palace and in locations all over the kingdom, similar murders were taking place. The Diasect had failed to warn the king, and because of that failure, the royal family of Delfinnia was eliminated.
The princes, Drayson and Ryiar, were brutally murdered as they tried to flee their beds. And their sisters, the two young princesses, were strangled in their sleep.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Pack what you need for a journey; the prince must leave the palace!” Davik shouted, urgency clear in his voice. “With the king removed, the kingdom will fall into chaos.”
Elena wasted no time; she raced into her room and quickly dressed in loose blouse and trousers, before pulling on her travel boots. She grabbed the baby’s essentials before finally reaching into the crib and picking up the squealing prince.
She looked to the doorway; Davik was blocking the entrance, sword in hand and a look of fierce determination on his face.
Down the long passageway, the palace’s attackers were moving room to room, slaughtering the groggy residents. The assassins saw Davik and hastened towards him.
 “You must flee, my lady,” he commanded. “Stop for no-one and nothing. The prince must live! I will hold these bastards as long as I can. Now go!”
Davik stepped out of the doorway to advance down the passageway, roaring a challenge as he went.
Elena ran with the baby in her arms as fast as she could, tears streaming down her face, as all she had ever known was destroyed.






  
  Chapter 1.




Three Years later …
Word had spread like wildfire through Caldaria, the last majestic city of the mages. Excited crowds ran through the streets cheering, peddlers made sure to put out their most precious stock, and the city’s crystalline buildings were decorated in a plethora of dazzlingly colourful banners. Street magicians competed to the joy of the watching audiences; puffs of purple smoke and flashes of flame and lightning amazed and stupefied the excited crowds.
The news of the Baron of Balnor’s rout at the Golden Hills had been warmly welcomed by the citizens of the West – a people whose loyalties remained strong to the Privy Council of nobles who'd assumed power upon the murder of the royal family. The War of the Six Claimants was deep into its third bloody year, and any victory was celebrated.
Trying to make his way through the bustling throng was a young lad named Luxon. He pushed and squeezed, dodged and dived until he could get clear and take a few hurried steps further towards his destination.
Glancing up at the huge clock tower dominating the city’s plaza he cursed as he realised that time had once again betrayed him. It was a few minutes shy of ten bells; no way would he make it this time. He flicked his sandy brown hair from his eyes, frantically looking for a passageway through the sea of people.
He narrowed his eyes, holding an arm up to shield them from the bright, warm sun. Across the plaza, he could see his rival, Accadus, smiling cruelly and shaking his head tauntingly. Luxon swore loudly, thumping his hand against the stone ledge he was standing against. The sot was going to beat him again, and no doubt would land him in more hot water with Master Ri’ges.
No, he wouldn’t get another thrashing from the old mage, not today.
He thought desperately.
Wagons, horses, cattle and, of course, the mass of humanity all barred his way through the plaza and to his destination at the school. He racked his mind for anything useful and laughed out loud at his foolishness.
“Of course!” he exclaimed loudly, causing some in the great crowd to turn inquisitively in his direction. Deftly, Luxon climbed onto the stone ledge just above him and hauled himself upwards, a move that caused more people in the thronging crowd to pay him some attention. Sitting down he removed his velvet shoes and cotton socks, the warm air feeling good against his bare toes.
The fourteen-year-old clapped his sweating palms together, licked his lips and waggled his toes. “Okay, here goes,” he mumbled to no one in particular. Taking a deep breath he remembered what he had read in the fifth volume of The Wizard’s Craft, a text that he'd managed to smuggle out of the Great Library only two days previously. Closing his eyes, he focused his mind. A tickling sensation passed through his body, sliding rapidly to his feet. He picked up his discarded shoes and tucked them into one of the pockets of his blue mage's cloak. A swirling of air formed underneath his bare soles, and then tentatively he stepped off the ledge.
The surprised gasps of the surrounding onlookers, and the fact that he had not fallen caused him to open his eyes. He almost laughed with delight. He’d done it! He’d actually managed to successfully cast a levitation spell. When he felt himself on the verge of falling, he flapped his arms like a newly-fledged bird. He narrowed his eyes and deepened his concentration. Through half-lidded eyes, he sought out the opposite end of the plaza and slowly but surely made his way towards it. The crowd by now had stopped what they were doing to gawp at the lanky boy floating above their heads. Men and women stood slack-jawed at the sight, whilst children laughed and pointed. A merchant almost crashed his mule and cart as he failed to notice a wall.
After a few moments, Luxon felt sweat trickle down his brow, and his limbs begin to feel rubbery. He picked up the pace, making it across the crowd to the archway leading to the school. Tiredness crept into every inch of his body, threatening to overwhelm him. Finally, it became too much, and the swirling wind under his feet began to peter out of existence.
Not good! Luxon thought, desperately looking around for another ledge to cling to or a soft place to fall. He grit his teeth, focusing even harder than before, putting every ounce of power he could muster into the levitation spell. He made three more steps before a wave of blackness blurred his vision. The archway to the school was right below him. He fell as his vision faded. Someone in the crowd screamed.


      [image: image-placeholder]Luxon groggily opened his eyes to find himself in a large four-poster bed. Four thick, feather-filled pillows supported his head, and the quilt tucked about him was made of thick sheep’s wool. A single candle lit the room, casting shadows upon several paintings adorning the walls. He recognised one as a portrait of Zahnia the Great, the wizard’s long white hair and thick beard billowing in a mighty wind. In his left hand was his staff Erdasol, and in his right was the legendary sword Asphodel. The long blade was emblazoned with light, and the staff lived up to its name, Earth’s Fire. Luxon slowly sat up, instantly regretting his decision to do so as a wave of nausea threatened to make him vomit.
“You’re not Zahnia just yet,” a chuckling voice spoke from the darkness. “Although, saying that, a lad just shy of fifteen summers being able to control a spell of the upper ring is certainly impressive.”
Luxon slumped back miserably onto the pillows, another wave of dizziness causing the room to spin.
“M-Master Ri’ges?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
The elderly tutor rose from his high-backed chair and stepped into the candlelight. His wrinkled face was covered in liver spots, his grey hair was long and straggly, and only the small pair of spectacles perched upon a hooked nose hinted that he was an intellectual and not some scruffy beggar from off the street. He had taught Luxon and the other boys and girls for over two years in the School of the Lower Ring, and rightly had a reputation for his tough style of educating. On more than one occasion, Luxon had received whacks with the rod, either because of his wild curiosity, or because Accadus had baited him.
Ri’ges sat at the end of the bed smiling, an expression that took Luxon by surprise. He’d been expecting his teacher to raise fury at his latest stunt, not sit at his bedside with a smile.
“What happened?” he asked as he once more tried to sit up. The dizziness came again, but it was not as bad as before.
Ri’ges removed his spectacles and wiped them on his long grey robe.
“You fell,” he replied simply. “Luckily, I saw the whole thing and was able to catch you with a telekinetic spell before you cracked your head open like an egg. The reason you feel so nauseous is no doubt due to you over-exerting your mind to keep the levitation spell intact – a spell, mind you, that one as young as you should never have attempted.” The old master stood and stretched his back. “One as young as you, in theory, should not even have been able to have gotten the spell to work at all.”
“I’m sorry, master,” Luxon said miserably. “I just didn’t want to be late for classes again. Accadus hid my shoes again and- ”
Ri’ges held a hand up in annoyance. “I do not care for the follies of young men. Making a foe of Accadus was not a wise move on your part. Listen to me, Luxon. You are one of the most promising students I have ever seen pass through the Crystal Gates, and I will not have you ruin your chances of making apprentice because of some foolish feud.”
Luxon looked at his hands. He hadn’t had any idea that the old man thought that way about his abilities. He knew he was good, but his thirst for knowledge often saw him getting into scrapes with his fellow students and the school's other teachers.
The old man’s expression softened. “Accadus will always loathe you, Luxon. His father is the Baron of Redbit, as you well know, and after what your father did-” he trailed off as he saw tears beginning to form in his pupil’s eyes.
“My father was loyal to the king,” Luxon spoke miserably. “The baron had no right to make a claim. My father swore he spoke the truth that day and lost his head for it.”
Luxon’s father had been a noble in the court of the capital at Sunguard. With the royal line lost, the realm’s leaders had gathered to discuss the succession.
Garrick, Luxon’s father, had testified to the gathering that the king’s youngest child had escaped the assassins, swearing blind that he had helped a young woman smuggle a baby boy out of the city. Accadus’s father had condemned Garrick as a liar of the worst degree, arguing that the palace had been burnt to ashes by the assassins and that all of the bodies had been accounted for.
After the summit, Garrick had hurried back to his home and told his wife and son to pack for travel at once. Luxon had been as afraid as any boy of just eleven years of age would be. That same night, the baron’s men came to their home and, without preamble, dragged the stricken Garrick into the streets. In the confusion, Luxon and his mother managed to escape the city. It had been a month later that they had heard of his father’s grim fate. Anger surged through him, his hands knotting into fists at the memory.
“Accadus hates me because I know his father is a lying sack of—”
A knock on the small room’s door interrupted him.
“Come in,” Ri’ges said, placing a calming hand on Luxon’s shoulder. The lad choked back tears as another wave of nausea struck.
The door opened, and into the room walked a man dressed in black leather armour. He was no older than thirty, but his long black hair had traces of silver along the sides. His face was hard and a scar ran from the top of his right eye down toward his bearded jaw. Luxon’s eyes widened as he realised the man was a Nightblade, an order of highly skilled agents and monster hunters.
Since the beginning of the war, the Nightblades had abandoned their posts across the realm. They were sworn to the king and no other. Until a rightful successor won the throne, they had vowed to play no part in the fighting. Instead, they had returned to Caldaria, the only city in Delfinnia where they could practise their magic freely.
“Ah, Welsly, I forgot all about the meeting, forgive me,” Master Ri’ges said. The old man shook the Nightblade’s hand before turning to look at Luxon. “I am afraid Luxon here distracted me from our business,” he added, gesturing to his student. Welsly nodded to Luxon in greeting.
“Ah yes, the boy who caused all of that commotion in the Quartz quarter. I hear you put on quite a show,” Welsly chuckled. “If you would excuse your master, the council has need of us, and we cannot tarry further. Get well soon, Luxon. Shall we, Ri’ges?” He held the door open for the ageing mage and followed him out of the room.
Luxon stared at the now closed door, a feeling of excitement in his gut. He’d actually spoken to a Nightblade. He was sure all of the other students would be jealous of that. Tiredness came to him, and before he knew it, he was once again drifting off into a deep sleep.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Dream was always the same. The lone tree standing on the hilltop, its withered branches stretching toward the heavens. The sky a tumultuous riot of colours. A name is always whispered on the breeze, growing louder and louder as he walks numbly towards it.
The voice is familiar, as though he has heard it once before, long ago. A sense of dread wounds its way into his stomach as he approaches the tree, its knotted roots jutting out from its grotesque body, trying to trip him as he walks ever onwards to the top of the hill. Each time he dreams, Luxon always wakes before he reaches the summit, but deep down in his gut he knows that something lies beyond the horizon, something terrifying, something that he does not want to see.
The whisper grows louder and louder until it turns into a scream, a woman’s scream, a woman in agony and despair, and she would always scream his name.
Just as he reaches the tree and crests the hill, the sky turns black, and silence descends, and there he sees it – a spectre. A shadow in the shape of a tall slender man. It stands there in the shadows staring, his features hidden by the darkness.
The sense that he knows its name frustrates him. Like in a dream where you can never reach where you want to go, a name that tries to claw its way through to his waking mind, a name that he knows is full of woe. The spectre raises its hand, pointing at him and then a menacing laugh emanates from the darkness – laughter that promises pain, despair, and evil intent.
The laughter becomes deafening, threatening to burst his ear drums, until finally he awakens covered in sweat, breathing hard, his heart racing with fear.
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  Chapter 2.




“You still not sleeping well?” asked Yepert, the boy who was Luxon’s only real friend in the whole of Caldaria. The lad hailed from the small village of Plock on the Eastern shore. His broad eastern accent gave him away as someone who didn’t come from wealth or prestige, but no gentler soul could anyone hope to find.
“The same dream every night,” Luxon replied miserably as he wearily wrapped his cloak around his shoulders.
It had been two days since the incident in the plaza, and word of his deed had spread rapidly throughout the city’s schools. Luxon’s ego and reputation were at a high, but his energy wasn’t.
The two boys were in their dorm room in the boarding hall. For the past two years, the place had been home, but to Luxon, it felt more like a prison.
“I overheard Master Kvar say that dreams were important to folk like us,” Yepert said as he bent to tie his shoes. Even such a simple task as that seemed difficult for him, his rotund shape not making it easy for him to bend.
Luxon snorted. “I heard that Master Kvar is nuttier than squirrel poo and that he tried to transmute his cat into a horse. I’ll be fine; it’s probably just stress or something, and this whole thing with Accadus is getting to me.”
Yepert finished tying his shoes and wrapped himself in his massive cloak. On the chubby boy, it looked more like a tent than an item of clothing. Luxon couldn’t help but smile; his friend may appear to be an eastern simpleton, but he knew better. Behind those nervous eyes was a profound intellect, an intellect that almost matched his own. Almost.
The two of them left their room and began making their way through the city. Peddlers and merchants were already out on the cobbled streets, eager to sell their wares. The small stone shops that nestled underneath the massive crystalline walls were beginning to open their doors, and scholars and officials made their way to their places of work.
It always surprised Luxon just how busy the city became at such an early hour; how normal things were despite the vicious war being waged outside its walls.
“Uh-oh,” Yepert exclaimed coming to a halt. Luxon stopped too, looking at his friend in confusion.
“What?” he asked.
Yepert’s face had gone a deep crimson red. He pointed. There, through a break in the crowd of bustling folk, stood Accadus and his three thugs. They regularly persecuted Luxon and Yepert. With Luxon, they often just snarled insults, but with Yepert they got violent. Anger swelled up inside Luxon as he remembered the last time his friend had staggered into the dorm room, bruised, and battered.
He itched to teach the bully a lesson, but any use of magic for such a thing would instantly see him cast out of the city; and with the strict laws regarding magic users, he would very likely never be able to practise his skills ever again.
“Let’s take the long way around,” Luxon said through gritted teeth. He didn’t want any trouble. Following his stunt in the plaza, he could ill-afford to come to the master’s attention again, at least not so soon.
Just as they were about to turn around and head in the opposite direction, they heard a shout. Luxon spun at the noise. Accadus had seen them, and he and his cronies were hurriedly pushing their way through the flow of pedestrians to reach them.
“Run, Yepert, go!” he shouted, grabbing his friend’s arm, and hurrying him back the way they had come.
“Wh-What about you?”
“I’ll be fine,” Luxon replied with more confidence than he actually felt. “Go on; I’ll meet you at class.”
He sighed as he saw the look of determination cross his friend’s face.
“N-no. I won’t leave you. I’ll stay at your side.”
Luxon clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Your funeral,” he said wryly. Both lads turned to face their tormentors.
Accadus stood a full inch taller than Luxon, his broad shoulders hinting at his physical strength. His dark eyes were full of malice; his large nose dominated his face. He too wore a blue students’ cloak, except his, had the emblem of his father emblazoned upon the breast. The crossed axes and the red crow of Redbit stood out proudly, allowing all to see that he was under the protection of one of the most powerful lords in Delfinnia.
Standing to one side of him was Douglas, a tall, skinny lad with shifty eyes, and on the other was Rudak, a large brute of a boy with a look that said that the lights were on, but nobody was at home. Neither of them studied at the schools; instead, they were in service to Accadus.
“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the son of the liar and his fat oaf of a lover,” Accadus said snidely, eliciting chuckles from his goons.
“That’s funny coming from the son of a liar and a traitor,” Luxon replied calmly, his steely blue eyes boring deep into his foe’s. Accadus’s false smile immediately dropped, his face reddening with rage. Without warning, he lashed out, and his fist connected with Luxon’s nose.
Bright white pain shot through Luxon, blinding his vision, and causing him to stagger backwards. Yepert cried out, but Accadus’s thugs quickly silenced him. Rudak grabbed him, putting him in a headlock and muffling his cries with a large hand over his mouth. Accadus gestured to his friends, and he and Douglas gripped the dazed Luxon under his armpits and hauled him and Yepert down a nearby alleyway.
Panic started to swell in Luxon’s mind. Out of sight of the public, he dreaded to think what Accadus had planned for them. Perhaps calling the bully’s father a traitor was a step too far, he thought, as his wits slowly collected themselves. Accadus had a mean right cross.
“You snivelling piece of scum,” Accadus snarled, pinning Luxon to the alleyway’s wall, an arm pressed against his throat. “My father is the rightful king. He is the strongest baron in all of Delfinnia; the crown is his through strength of arms. You think that just because you are skilled in magic that it will save you? Magic is dead in this world; if you use it outside this city, the Knights of Niveren or the Witch Hunters will gut you like a fish or burn you on a stake!”
Luxon was scared. He had never seen Accadus so angry. Out of the corner of his eye, he could hear Yepert’s muted cries as the two thugs beat him yet again.
“Your father may be the strongest,” Luxon wheezed, “but he is a liar.”
He winced as he awaited another blow. Perhaps Master Ri’ges was right when he said that he was too foolhardy.
The blow never came. Instead, Accadus was on the ground, his hands around his throat, his face turning blue. Luxon stared in confusion, noticing that Yepert had gone quiet as well. The thugs who had been beating him just moments before were also on the ground. His friend was on his feet, a look of stunned disbelief on his face. The two thugs were in a similar predicament to Accadus.
“What the? What’s happening, Luxon?” Yepert asked worriedly.
By now, Accadus had gone an unnatural colour as he gasped for air. Luxon gasped as he realised that his hands were tingling with energy. With horror, he realised that somehow, he was responsible. He wracked his mind, desperately trying to think of a way to break the spell he had somehow cast. He faced his friend.
“Yepert hit me!” he shouted in panic as the three bullies began to thrash ever more desperately. His friend hesitated.
“Damn it, Yepert, if you don’t hit me then they will die. I don’t know how but I’m causing this, I can feel it. I need something to break the spell, and physical harm is one of the most effective ways.”
Accadus had now turned a livid purple. Luxon shouted out in annoyance as his gentle friend stood there stunned like a frightened rabbit. Spinning, Luxon faced the wall, gritted his teeth, and ran headfirst into the stone wall against which, moments before, he had been pinned against his will.
His head connected solidly with the hard stone, and the world went black.



      [image: image-placeholder]“It isn’t possible. No one has that ability.”
"No one living you mean."
Voices drifted into Luxon’s consciousness.
“They have-” responded another, a higher, lighter-pitched voice compared to the first’s gruffness.
“Nonsense. If you compare this boy, this child, to him, then I seriously question your sanity.”
Luxon stirred. Slowly, he opened his eyes and immediately regretted doing so. Once more he was lying in the bedchambers of the school. The same painting of Zahnia the Great greeted him, except this time there was no friendly voice to set him at ease. His head throbbed, and he tentatively touched the spot where it had connected with the alleyway’s wall. He winced as pain radiated from the wound. Glancing around the room, he could see his robe hanging from the back of the high-backed chair that Master Ri’ges had been sitting in during his last visit.
The voices were coming from the hallway outside of the room. Gingerly, Luxon sat up. Stars exploded before his vision, causing him to cry out. The voices stopped, and the door opened.
In walked a woman, who Luxon guessed must be the owner of the second voice that had drifted into his consciousness. Her long blond hair framed a delicate face; her deep blue eyes caused his breath to catch in his throat. She was beautiful.
“So, you’re finally awake,” the woman said, walking over to the bed. “My name is Hannah; I am an apprentice to Master Enil,” she explained as she checked Luxon’s bandages.
“The master healer?” Luxon asked, his mind racing to recognise the name.
Hannah gave him a wide smile; her perfect teeth shone like polished ivory, causing Luxon’s heart to beat quickly. “That’s right,” she answered. From the youthfulness of her skin, Luxon mentally guessed that she must have been only a few years older than himself. He took a wild stab in the dark: she was around eighteen.
“You took a very nasty knock to the head. According to your friend, you deliberately knocked yourself unconscious.” She raised an eyebrow questioningly. “He was much shaken up when he sought help.”
Luxon simply shrugged his shoulders. “I had to do it. Something happened- something that I couldn’t control,” he added miserably. The memory of what occurred flashed into his mind, and a dreadful thought struck him.
“Accadus! The others!” he blurted out, sitting up in panic. “What happened to them? Are they okay?” His head swam again as the concussion threatened to drag him back into the realm of sleep once more.
Hannah gently eased her patient back down into the pillows beneath him. She turned to face the door to see that the man she had been talking with earlier had now stepped into the room. He wore a black cloak with the hood up; it was drawn tightly, casting his features in shadow. The silver seven pointed star on his cloak identified him as a Battle Mage, the mages tasked with upholding the law in Caldaria.
“Your friends live,” the man answered with not a shred of kindness in his deep, gravelly voice. “However, you have broken the law and have been charged with attempted murder under the Act of the Sacred Flame.”
Luxon gasped. He tried to speak, but this time the darkness took him, and he started to fall back into unconsciousness.
Hannah rounded on the cloaked man. “Why did you say that? Could it not have waited until he was feeling better? Whatever this lad has done it is decreed by the law that he remains in a healer’s custody until he is fit and able to stand trial.”
The man shrugged nonchalantly. “It matters not. Either way, he will be judged …”


      [image: image-placeholder]Three days passed before Luxon was able to stand without being struck by nausea, or without the world spinning before his eyes. On more than one occasion he had attempted to walk but had collapsed into a painful, messy heap. The healer’s apprentice had looked after him throughout his time of incarceration.
At first, he hadn’t realised that he had been arrested, but it dawned on him when Hannah had not allowed anyone to visit him. He had heard Yepert enquiring about his health before being gently turned away with a polite refusal. Even Master Ri’ges had not been allowed entry.
Luxon was afraid.
On the second day, Hannah told him what he had been charged for. Aside from the claims from Accadus for attempted murder, he had been brought up on the serious charge of uncontrolled use of magic – a crime that, since the days of the fall of the Golden Empire, meant death for anyone committing it.
Magic wielders were feared in all the corners of Delfinnia, except for Caldaria. For centuries, magic had been strictly controlled. It had been magic users that had caused the Empire’s fall and brought the world to the brink of annihilation in the Magic Wars. Witch hunters and the Knights of Niveren scoured the realm in search of those who abused their power, and hunted the remnants of the wicked things conjured into the world during the wars. Fell Beasts, spirits and other abominations had been unleashed as mage battled mage, and wizard waged war upon wizard.
Before the war of succession had begun, mages and wizards had kept mostly to themselves, choosing lives of seclusion in Caldaria or using the skills learnt at the city’s schools to help the peoples of the realm. Wizards and mages were often found as court advisors to the king and his barons, but now even they had been forced to return to Caldaria. Those that left Caldaria were not allowed to use any magic – to do so would mean certain death. Nightblades were the exception. Often employed as bodyguards or agents, the Nightblades used their skills to do the deeds that a normal person could not. Their main purpose, however, was to hunt the beasts of the void that stalked the realm’s dark places.
Luxon sat in the room’s high-backed chair, wracking his brain to figure out what had happened. He had asked Hannah to scour the great library for any tomes that could answer the mystery, but none had contained the information he sought. A book he had not yet read lay on the small table at his side. The History of Magic, Volume 47 was emblazoned on the cover. He sighed in exasperation and settled into the chair to read the massive tome.






  
  Chapter 3.


Dungeons of Retbit, Barony of Retbit. 

Kaiden wasn’t very comfortable, not one bit. His hair was long and unkempt, and his clothes stank with several days’ worth of dirt and sweat. The smell of the dank, damp dungeon added to the foul aroma. The fact that he was chained to the small cell’s wall meant that he had very little room to manoeuvre, a fact that had resulted in several unpleasant instances when it came to relieving himself. His once spotless mantle was covered in filth. The gold seven-pointed star on his chest was faded and muddy.
Kaiden was a knight, a member of the order of Niveren, sworn to defend the weak and to root out heresy. The order had been founded after the end of the Magic Wars, a war that had seen the ruin of an empire.
Kaiden had been proud when he had finally been ordained as a knight at the age of twenty-two. Now, four years later, he found himself in the flea-ridden dungeons of the Baron of Retbit, the ruthless warlord who laid claim to the throne. His mission had been relatively simple; the people of the county of Retbit had asked the Knights of Niveren to intervene in a dispute between the baron and his eldest son over the rights to conquered territory. Murmurs were growing that the baron’s eldest son was planning to overthrow his father. Unfortunately for Kaiden, he had sided with the son, and in his temper, the baron had him locked away in the stinking hole that passed for a dungeon. That was three months ago, no release was looking likely. Outside, the war was still raging.
He scratched himself, finding another flea and crushing it between his fingers. Several times he had tried to send a message to his brother knights at the priory at Lake Sumil – but every time, the baron had found out and increased the jail sentence. Kaiden had eventually given up. At this rate, he’d never get out of there.
He longed to breathe fresh air and bathe; to trim his itchy, greasy beard and to make himself feel like the man he once was, respected and feared in equal measure. If his fellow knights could see him now, they would probably all collapse from laughter. He knew he was a good swordsman and was skilled in the ways of combat, but now it seemed obvious that he had to work on his powers of diplomacy.
The voices of the jailers broke into his thoughts as they came close to his cell. They stopped outside. Being roughly manhandled and leered over by the two wicked men was a young woman. She looked no more than nineteen years old. Her once golden hair was covered in filth, and she looked as though she had been through a very tough time. Kaiden could appreciate that.
“Here, sir knight, we’ve found you some company,” the fat, bald jailor laughed. His thick beard hid the menacing smile underneath. “A pretty little whore for you to play with. The other cells are full thanks to the baron’s crackdown on beggars.”
The skinnier jailor took a set of keys from his belt, unlocked the door and unceremoniously pushed the girl into the cell, causing her to fall into the slop bucket in the centre of the tiny room. She clambered to her knees, coughing and gagging at the smell. Kaiden watched her with interest; the fire in her eyes was mesmerising. She rounded on the jailors and tried to force her way past them, but the bigger man simply pushed her back to the ground. With a click, the cell was locked, and the two jailors walked away cackling to one another.
“Bastards!” the girl screamed.
“Let me out of here!” Another twenty minutes passed with the girl screaming obscenities at the jailor's.
Finally, Kaiden had had enough. “They won’t listen to you. And where in God’s name did you come up with such foul words.”
The girl jumped, only just noticing the chained knight on the far wall of the cell.
“You startled me. I didn’t know you were there …” she said nervously. She paused as she remembered what the jailors had said. A look of fear and doubt passed over her face. “I’m no whore, so don’t you touch me,” she said defiantly.
The girl was attractive, even though she was covered in mud and dirt. Her green eyes were mesmerising, and her determination gave her a look of strength. Her golden hair fell to her shoulders, matted, and knotted but nonetheless appealing. Her tunic was ripped, almost revealing her breasts. She covered herself as best as she could and held the torn material in place.
“What’s your name?” Kaiden asked.
The girl looked at him, curiosity, and mistrust in her eyes.
“Alira.”
“Well, Alira, my name is Kaiden; I am a knight in the Order of Niveren. I promise I won’t hurt you.”
Alira’s eyes went wide as he told her who he was. A look of respect showed in her eyes, which was quickly replaced by suspicion.
“What is a Knight of Niveren doing in a hole like this?”
Kaiden sighed and told her his story. Afterwards, Alira laughed at the knight’s predicament and his foolishness.
“I never thought a knight could judge something so badly,” she said sarcastically. Kaiden scowled at her, embarrassed that this peasant girl thought him a fool.
“Well then, what’s your story?” he asked brusquely.
She went to the cell door and checked to see that the jailers were nowhere in sight before she turned to him with a mischievous look in her eyes.
“I’m a mage,” she whispered.
Kaiden stared at the girl in disbelief.
“That’s impossible. A Mage hasn’t been seen in these parts for decades. They all went into hiding or fled to the Mage realm of Caldaria to the far north. And another thing … a mage would never let herself be caught by the baron of Retbit.” He shuddered at the thought.
Alira looked at her feet.
“I’m not a very good one, okay,” she admitted sadly. “My father died before he could teach me anything important, and I was sent to live with my grandmother when I was eleven. She hated magic, and she hated me and all of what my father stood for and practised.”
Kaiden nodded his head in sympathy. He too had lost his father when he was young. Sir Fredrik of the Marble Shore had been killed in battle against one of the many warlords that threatened the peace of the kingdom. The Knights of Niveren and other orders were constantly fighting to remove them from the world.
“It’s a pity. I was hoping you were some mighty warlock and could make these goddamn chains remove themselves from my wrist,” Kaiden replied jokingly.
 “You’re a Knight of Niveren; your kind hunts us just as much as the others, and yet you joke,” the girl said seriously.
An awkward silence followed, but for the next two days and nights the two talked and told each other tales.


      [image: image-placeholder]On the dawn of Kaiden’s fifth month of captivity, the Baron of Retbit himself came to the cell. He was a dour-looking man in his early fifties; his grey and balding head was covered in pox marks. He was a short man, no more than five feet tall, but nonetheless, he gave off an imposing aura. Now, as he stood before the cell of the knight who had dared favour his son, he smiled evilly.
“I thought you would like to know, sir knight, that I have taken the castle at Rook’s Peak. The siege was long and costly, but finally, my son is in chains. Just like you, in fact,” he tittered mirthlessly. “So now that my quarrel with you is over, I have decided to release you. Your imprisonment no longer amuses me, and your fellow knights have begun sniffing about asking questions, a distraction I can ill-afford whilst I press my advantage in the war.”
Kaiden stared at the baron, a mixture of relief and hatred coursing through him.
“You made a big mistake imprisoning me, baron,” Kaiden growled back. “My brothers will not look kindly on what you did. You can be sure the council will take the castle back from you. After all, a Knight of Niveren’s decision is the law.”
Alira was hiding behind Kaiden; the months of imprisonment had gone badly for her. The jailors had treated her badly, and the lack of food had made her gaunt and pale.
The baron snorted derisively. “We shall see, knight. We shall see. Be assured that you have an enemy here in this county. If I hear of you set foot here ever again, I will cut off your balls and feed them to you.” He nodded to the jailors; warily, they unlocked the chain holding Kaiden to the wall.
The months of being chained to the wall by the wrist had left him weak, and his muscles had wasted away. He rubbed at his wrist, trying to get the blood flowing once more. Fortunately, it was his left wrist that had wasted and not his sword arm. Kaiden was about to leave when Alira sobbed, stopping him in his tracks.
“What about the girl?” he asked.
“So, the so-called pure knight has taken a fancy to the little whore has he? Well, you can have the little witch. Tell your fellow knights that I am merciful.”
Kaiden scowled at the baron. That was too easy, he thought.
Alira clung to him, and instantly his doubts evaporated. Once more he addressed the baron; he hoped it would be for the last time.
“Fair enough,” he said. “I will tell my brothers of your mercy and generosity.”
The baron nodded silently and stepped aside as the knight and the whore limped past him. He stared at their backs as they were escorted out of the dungeon. When they were out of earshot, the baron gestured to his lieutenant.
“Make sure that whoreson doesn’t leave this county alive,” he snarled. “The Knights of Niveren must not find out about this. Kill him; but make sure the girl is unharmed.”


      [image: image-placeholder]After their release, Kaiden and Alira made their way through the shit-covered streets of the city of Retbit, the county’s capital.
“Thank you for not leaving me to rot back there,” Alira said, finally breaking the awkward silence that had descended over the two of them.
Kaiden looked at her and smiled. “Think nothing of it. Just doing my knightly duty,” he said with a roguish smile. “First thing we have to do is get a horse and get the hell out of this cursed county. You can be sure that the Knights will not take the baron’s actions lightly. I never believed that he would besiege that castle and cast his very own son in chains.”
Kaiden spoke sadly. The entire situation was his fault. His poor attempt at trying to resolve the dispute had led the county to the brink of civil war.
It was dusk by the time the two reached the stable where Kaiden had paid for his horse to be looked after. He had given the stable owner a large sum of gold to keep the animal safe, and luckily for Kaiden they had kept their word, even after his long incarceration. The large warhorse whinnied as he spoke to it in calming tones. It was a black gelding – one of the finest breeds from the plains of Bison.
“She’s beautiful!” Alira exclaimed excitedly.
Kaiden paid the stable boy with the gold he had recovered from his hiding spot at the side of the road leading out of town. It was always a precaution the knights took just in case of capture. After all, they made for a valuable ransom prize.
Herald was the name of his horse, and now it stood saddled and covered in the mantle of the Niveren. The mantle’s colour was bright and clean in comparison to his own messy and filth covered one. Kaiden helped lift Alira into the saddle; afterwards, he rooted in the hay bale in Herald’s pen.
“What are you doing?” Alira enquired.
“Aha! There you are my pretty!” Kaiden exclaimed as he picked up his sword from its burial place. It had been carefully wrapped in a thick cloth to prevent it rusting, and aside from some dirt, it was in near perfect condition. The long, broad blade was a thing of beauty, as was the small red diamond on the pommel.
“Hopefully, we won’t need this, but I don’t trust that bastard baron as far as I could throw him.” With that, the two rode along the road out towards the Priory of Niveren.


      [image: image-placeholder]The two horsemen had waited patiently for hours. Boredom was setting in as they watched the dirt road for any sign of their prey. The baron had been explicit with his instructions: the knight was to die, and the girl was to be sent back to him as his prize. A mage was worth a lot of ransom money, and the market for mage slaves had increased tenfold during the past year. No one seemed to know why, and the slavers weren’t about to ask. Rumours had spread that things were happening in the lands beyond the borders of the kingdom.
Finally, a lone horse came into view; a man and small woman were on its back. They were laughing and joking, despite their haggard appearance.
The taller of the men pulled up his cloak’s hood and drew his sword from its scabbard.
“We go now,” he snarled, and with that, he and his companion spurred their horses and galloped into the centre of the road. The knight slowed his horse and grasped the hilt of his own sword.
“Stay here,” Kaiden murmured to Alira, who looked at the horsemen in fear. He dismounted and raised his arm to hail the two mysterious riders.
“Gentlemen,” he began, “you seem to be blocking the road. My companion and I must continue on this route. As a Knight of Niveren, I must insist you allow us to carry on our way.”
The two riders laughed at his insolence. “Let’s kill this arrogant bastard,” the hooded man snarled. His colleague nodded in agreement. They were hired killers, born and bred in the rough and dilapidated slums of Retbit – thugs who did anything for coin. Killing a knight meant no more to them than roughing up a family or burning down someone’s livelihood.
The riders spurred their horses and charged at Kaiden who had now drawn his sword. The hooded rider aimed his blade at the knight’s head and with a battle cry, swung it with all of his might.
Kaiden ducked at the last second, and from his crouch rose to his feet and ripped his sword through the charging horse’s exposed flank. The blade cut deep, and blood sprayed from the wounded beast; its rider was sent flying and crashed to the ground in a heap.
Kaiden spun about and saw the second rider charging at him. There was no way to avoid the arching swing of the man’s axe. He chided himself on his weakness; if he was at his peak, he would’ve dispatched the two vagabonds with ease, but all of the months incarcerated had slowed his wits and weakened his body. He said a silent prayer and closed his eyes as the axe drew closer and closer, but just as the blade would surely take his head from his body, there was a blast of sound, and a strange sensation as all the hairs on his arms stood up.
He waited for a few seconds, disbelieving that he still lived, and then slowly opened his eyes. There in front of him, where his attacker had been, was a smouldering pile of ash. Both rider and horse had been disintegrated. Gaping at the sight, he jumped when he heard Alira gasping for air. The girl still sat on his horse, but her hair was standing up and frazzled. She was breathing rapidly, and steam emanated from her hands.
“By the gods, was that you?” Kaiden asked.
Alira simply nodded, tears streaming down her face.
“Taught nothing good, my arse,” Kaiden joked lamely. He hurried to her and held her as she sobbed.
“I killed him. I didn’t mean to kill him. I just wanted to scare him, is all.” Kaiden hugged her. He had never witnessed the power of magic before, and all the doubts he had about the girl’s story evaporated as he held her.
“It’s alright, love; those buggers would have killed us given a chance. I owe you my life,” he said gratefully.
Kaiden released her and jumped back down to the road. He kicked over the body of the hooded rider, whose spine had been broken by his horse throwing him awkwardly onto the hard surface of the road. Reaching into the cloak, he found a bag of silver coins and a small note with the seal of the Baron of Retbit. Unsurprised, Kaiden remounted his horse, and they began their journey again.






  
  Chapter 4.


Sunguard 

The palace remained a ruin. Even three years after the assassins had burnt it to the ground, it stayed an empty blackened husk. Masonry continued to crumble and, during a large storm in the previous year, the Hall of Kings had collapsed. An ancient structure that had survived for millennia was now just a heap of rubble.
It was a fitting place to announce a new king. A small crowd had gathered on the clifftop, ushered into place by soldiers of the legion.
General Rason smiled as the privy councillors were roughly thrown to the ground before him, their cries of protest quickly made silent by the pommels of soldiers’ swords connecting with their skulls.
Rason struck a powerful figure. His golden plate armour gave him an aura of invincibility as he stalked up and down the line of councillors. His grey tonsured hair was offset with a sharp pointed nose, and his steel grey eyes belied a keen and savage intellect.
“For three years I have fought for you noblemen,” the general said, sneering at the pathetic bunch cowering at his feet. “I led the remnants of the King’s Legion through the blood and filth of the grasslands. I routed the Baron of Balnor at the Battle of the Golden Hills and what did I get for my troubles?”
The general faced the grim-faced legionaries standing to attention behind the councillors and the crowd of cowering civilians. Legionaries were men who respected power and authority, but most of all they respected strong leadership. With the death of the king, and with no heir, the legion had turned on itself. The capital had almost ripped itself apart as cohort turned on cohort. They called it the Night of Tears, a night when twenty thousand men, women and children perished. The scars of that night were still evident in the city. Two whole districts remained wrecked; blood stains could still be seen on the streets, the rains having little impact cleansing it away. The people would simply obey.
Rason turned back to the nobles. “I saved this city, I saved you,” he said, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “Foolishly, I put my trust in you good men to restore order to safeguard the throne for one who was worthy. Instead, what did we get?”
“Lies! Weakness!” his legionaries shouted in response.
Rason smiled wickedly at the men kneeling before him.
“Yes, that is exactly what we got. Instead of taking charge, of asserting your authority over the realm, you allowed it to be torn apart by the barons and their petty squabbles. Now we have six claimants all tearing Delfinnia apart. This is something ...” His voice rose in volume as he shouted out, ‘This is something that I cannot allow!”
He put a boot on the neck of one of the terrified councillors. “Do none of you contest my judgement? That you are all sniffling cowards, that I am the only one who can bring order back
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