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  Prologue



“Asphodel, Sword of righteousness I cast thee from the grasp of mortals for no man should wield thy power”– The Champion Alectae, following the murder of King Marcus, the Mighty, the second year after the fall of the Golden Empire
*


The night embraced the King’s Spire, a monolith of power and opulence that pierced the starlit sky. Legends whispered of its impregnability, a fortress never breached, safeguarding the realm's most precious treasures. Yet, to the shadowy guild known as the Fleetfoots, such tales were but challenges whispered in the dark. For the right price, they claimed, no wall stood too tall, no vault too secure. Among them moved a thief, a phantom draped in silence, whose very breath seemed a secret kept from the night itself.
The thief approached the Spire, his figure melting into the contours of darkness. He was a wraith on a mission fueled by the lure of gold and the thrill of an impossible challenge. The Hall of Treasures within was his target, a vault of legendary wealth, rumored to house an object of unfathomable value and power. This night, it called to him, whispering promises of fortune and fame.
He surveyed the daunting structure, its walls stretching skyward, bathed in the ethereal glow of the moon. Undeterred, the thief withdrew a rope, its fibers woven by the finest craftsmen for strength and silence. A grappling hook, meticulously crafted, gleamed at its end. With a fluid motion, he retrieved a crossbow, its compact form sliding from its holster with practiced ease. He aimed aloft, where the shadows of the Hall's highest windows beckoned invitingly. With a deep breath and a steady hand, he loosed the bolt. It sliced through the night, a fleeting whisper before the hook found its mark, securing itself with a muted clink against the ancient stone. The sound, a potential alarm, faded unanswered into the night.
The thief allowed himself a momentary smile. The walls may be unyielding, the doors insurmountable, but he had no intention of engaging them directly. His eyes were fixed upon the stained glass windows adorning the Hall's upper reaches, their vibrant hues a stark contrast to the darkened world below. They were a vulnerability, a flaw in the fortress's armor, and his gateway.
He tested the rope with a cautious pull, ensuring its steadfast hold. Then, with the grace of a creature born to the shadows, he began his ascent. Each movement was deliberate, a symphony of muscle and intent, as he scaled the Spire's flank. Upon reaching the window, he paused, a sentinel listening for any hint of discovery. The night held its breath with him, offering only the soft caress of the wind as company.
The thief withdrew his knife, its blade a marvel of craftsmanship, inlaid with diamonds that caught the moon's gaze. With precision born of countless nights such as this, he cut a circular section from the glass, working around the leaded contours with delicate care. The piece came away silently, eased onto the roof tiles by steady hands. He slipped through the opening, a shadow passing into the heart of the Spire.
Inside, he found himself within the rafters of the Hall, a vantage point overlooking a sanctuary of wealth. Below him, the vault stretched out, a grandiose expanse of marble and gold. It was a testament to the kingdom's power, each surface catching the moonlight in a display of splendor. Yet, for all its beauty, it was merely a backdrop to the pedestals scattered throughout the room, each a sentinel guarding treasures untold.
The thief descended, his rope a silent conduit between the heights and the trove below. His landing was a soft whisper against the cool marble. Before him, the pedestals stood vigil, each crowned with glass domes that shimmered in the ethereal light. He moved among them, a specter haunting the edges of opulence, his eyes scanning for his quarry.
Jewels sparkled, ancient tomes whispered secrets bound in leather and gold, artifacts from realms distant and time-worn rested within their protective covers. Each was a fortune in its own right, a king's ransom waiting to be claimed. But the thief's gaze passed over them, drawn inexorably to the center of the Hall.
There, upon a pedestal swathed in red velvet, sat a stone. It was simple, unadorned, a slate piece amidst a sea of splendor. Yet, its unassuming appearance belied its value. His employer, a shadow as enigmatic as he, had promised wealth beyond imagining for its safe retrieval. It was not for him to question why; the allure of the reward was enough.
With a steady hand, he breached the glass dome, the barrier between him and his goal. The stone felt almost warm to the touch as he slipped it into a hidden pocket within his tunic. With the prize secured, he retraced his steps, ascending once more to the roof. The rope, his faithful ally, was retracted and cast down into the courtyard below in preparation for his descent.
As he maneuvered down the Spire's exterior, the thief remained vigilant, a part of the night itself. His movements were careful, calculated to avoid the slightest sound that might betray him. He reached the ground, the soft earth a welcome contrast to the cold stone above. The rope was gathered and stowed, its purpose served.
He moved away from the Spire, his form a wisp of shadow dissolving into the darkness. If fortune favored him, the guards would continue their rounds, oblivious to the breach in their fortress until the morning light revealed the unfathomable truth. The thief allowed himself the ghost of a smile, if fortune smiled upon him, the Spire's inhabitants would remain blissfully unaware of his visit until the stone's absence was discovered at dawn's first light.


      [image: image-placeholder]A tall figure, shrouded in a cloak as black as the void, waited at the desolate crossroads just beyond the bustling city. The capital, a labyrinth of light and shadow, had offered its own challenge, but the thief, a master of his craft, had navigated its streets and alleys with the ease of a wisp of smoke. It took him an hour to extricate himself from the city's embrace, an hour during which the thrill of his recent conquest kept his spirits high. Humming a tune of victory and freedom, he ambled down the moonlit road, his way lit by a flickering lantern.
As the cloaked figure loomed into view, a momentary flicker of uncertainty passed through the thief. The crossroads, a place of ancient pacts and whispered legends, held an eerie stillness. The cloaked figure stood as if carved from the night itself, an ominous statue awaiting the thief's approach.
"Do you have it?" The figure's voice sliced through the silence, a whisper yet carrying an undercurrent of threat that made the air around seem colder.
The thief, masking his sudden unease with bravado, produced the stone from his tunic. "I do indeed, friend," he declared with a smugness that his rapidly growing apprehension did not feel. "Surprisingly easy, despite all the tales surrounding the Hall of Treasures."
The figure extended a hand, enveloped in the shadow of its cloak, and took the stone. As it examined the object, a chuckle, devoid of any warmth, escaped its lips. The sound was like the crackling of dry leaves, a prelude to some unseen horror.
The thief's heart, which had been a drum of triumph, now beat a rhythm of dread. "Er… so where's my pay?" he asked, the words catching slightly in his throat as the sinister aura of the figure seemed to tighten around him.
The chuckle ceased abruptly. "Here is your pay," the figure responded. With a snap of its fingers, the shadows at the edge of the crossroads stirred.
From the darkness emerged figures clad in cloaks of crimson, like fresh blood spilled on the night. Silent as ghosts, they converged on the thief, their hands brandishing knives that gleamed with a sinister intent. The thief's scream was a strangled thing, cut short as the blades found their mark, plunging into his flesh with ruthless efficiency.
As the life bled out of him, the thief's vision blurred, his thoughts fragmenting into chaos and pain. The last thing he saw was the cloaked figure standing over him, a smile playing on its lips, a smile that spoke of malevolent satisfaction.
"You have doomed all the world, thief," it whispered, its voice a serenade of coming darkness. "And its fall shall be glorious to behold."
The night at the crossroads returned to silence, the shadows reclaiming their own as the cloaked figures vanished as mysteriously as they had appeared.
In the distance, the city slept on, unaware that its fate had been irrevocably altered, and dark tides were on the horizon.
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  Chapter One.


The girl whimpered as the jeering crowd roared with hatred. Men, women and even the children she had grown up with. All were there; all had hate in their eyes and vile words spewing from their mouths. She cried out as strong hands shoved her forward; the force of the blow sending her crashing to the mud. The street wound its way through the village and led to an ominous wooden scaffold. The girl’s white dress was now covered with mud and filth. 
“Keep moving, witch,” the guardsman growled. With one hand, he violently grabbed the girl’s golden hair and hauled her back to her feet. In his other hand, he held a long spear, which he used to shove back those in the crowd who drew too close. Behind him were a dozen other guards, each escorting a similarly terrified prisoner.
Rotten fruit and excrement flew from the screaming crowd and pelted the pitiful prisoners. Some tried to shield their faces; others simply accepted the extra insult. Finally, the sad procession reached the scaffold. A dozen nooses hung from the wooden frame.
The guards roughly shoved their charges into place behind each of the hoops. One terrified man pleaded with the baying crowd. Another pissed himself. Fear was evident all around. Once all the prisoners were lined up and stood on square wooden blocks, a large man with a black hood upon his head stepped up onto the scaffold. At seeing the executioner, the crowd’s cries grew more excited; they knew that death was fast approaching.
The hangman stood silent. He raised his arms to the sky to quiet the crowd. The guards formed a line in front of the gallows, their spears pointed outwards towards the increasingly excited mob. A tall man adorned in a long leather coat and purple trousers stepped forward from the sidelines. His long gaunt face was fixed with a long bony nose, thin lips and cruel grey eyes. A wicked smile creased his lips as he stared at the pitiful prisoners. The magistrate had long ruled the village with an iron fist.
“Behold! Here stand those who have deceived us all,” the magistrate shouted above the roars of the crowd. “These wretches who made you believe that they were just like us. These villains have broken the sacred law; they have hidden their wicked powers from us and the eyes of Niveren. Magic users brought doom upon Eclin; they brought doom upon the world!
“Under the laws of our king, Alderlade the First, you are all sentenced to die!”
The man gestured to the hangman. The prisoners screamed in terror as one by one the hooded man kicked away the blocks. The first to die was the blond girl; the snap of her neck could be heard above the crowd’s shouts. As the executioner reached his last victim, the yells had stopped. The horror of it all had finally sunk into the minds of the villagers.
Women wept while the men stared on, white faced and ashamed.
The final prisoner stared out over the crowd, his shoulder length black hair hanging loose over both his shoulders and the rope about his neck. A scar ran down his right cheek. His brown eyes stared at the crowd. To the people’s surprise, the man chuckled.
“Something funny, worm?” the magistrate snarled.
The condemned man’s chuckle turned into a mocking laugh. He turned his fierce gaze upon the magistrate.
“You’re all going to die, you fool. Whilst you wasted time arresting magic users, the Fell Beasts that I have spent the past week hunting have entered your village. You have condemned me, Ferran of Blackmoor, the only man who can save you from death. I find that ironic and amusing.”
A scream came from the rear of the crowd. Another sounded, and then another. Soon the villagers began to push and surge forward towards the scaffold. Over the sounds of panic came unearthly roars. The magistrate’s face drained of colour.
“Cut me free, you fool, or this whole village will be destroyed!” Ferran snapped. “And bring me the items you stole from me. I’m going to need them to save your wretched hides.” 
The magistrate stared in horror as a pack of snarling beasts appeared down the muddy street. Squat, brown creatures stalked their way towards the scaffold. Their long talons held an assortment of iron weapons, and saliva dripped from their fang-filled jaws. Upon their heads, the creatures wore material stained with the blood of their victims. This bloody trophy gave them their name: redcaps.
The magistrate bellowed at the hangman, who was holding an axe in his large hands. The man’s fear was evident even through his thick black executioner’s hood.
“Free him! Cut him down hurry!” the magistrate yelled, his voice filling with panic. One of the goblin-like creatures had cornered a petrified woman against the scaffold and was advancing menacingly towards her.
The hangman swung his axe, the blade slicing clean through the rope tied above Ferran’s head.
Ferran sighed in relief as the pressure eased about his neck. Angrily, he removed the knotted material from his throat and threw it to the ground.
“My affects if you please, Magistrate,” he demanded, holding his hand out to the terrified man.
“Here, take your things! If you get rid of these beasts, I will spare you, I promise!” the magistrate pleaded as he handed Ferran a sack containing his valuables.
Ferran tipped the contents of the sack onto the ground, sighing in relief as he saw the hilt of his tourmaline sword. The magic item was the weapon of all Nightblades. When inactive, it looked just like the hilt of an ordinary sword; but activated by the power of a Nightblade, a bright blade of pure magic burst into life. It was a weapon made to fight dark magic, and nothing was darker than the Fell Beasts of the Void.
The hangman turned and fled, pushing the magistrate to the ground in the process. The tall man scrambled about in the mud in a desperate attempt to regain his footing. But before he could regain his balance, a snarling redcap leapt onto his back. The magistrate screamed as the beast plunged its dagger-like teeth deep into his neck.
Ferran simply watched. As far as he was concerned, the magistrate was getting what he deserved. He was the murderer of innocent men, women, and children. He was a man who ordered the deaths of people simply because they were different.
After a brief struggle, the magistrate’s pitiful cries stopped, and the redcaps started gorging themselves on his flesh. Slowly, Ferran moved away from the horrific scene and jumped from the scaffold. There were too many redcaps for him to fight alone. This village was doomed, but he was not sad to see it so.
Using the skills of his trade, he snuck out of the village, doing his best to ignore the pitiful screams of the folk who had moments before been lusting for his death.
He ran from the chaotic scene, jumping over a low fence to reach the open fields beyond.
Ferran refused to look back. The smell of smoke drifted on the breeze as the monsters torched the doomed village.







  
  Chapter Two.


Sunguard
Luxon watched the bustling city below. The people looked like ants as they scurried back and forth, and from his high vantage point from the top of the King’s Spire they even looked the same size as the tiny tenacious insects. He had only visited the rebuilt palace twice in the past five years – once to visit the king, and the other at the behest of Caldaria’s grand master. 
During his first visit, the Spire had only been half-complete, and on his second the final additions had been hastily made. The Spire towered over Sunguard and offered spectacular views of the huge city below, and the expanse of countryside outside the high walls. On the horizon, he could just make out the outline of the distant seaport of Kingsford. If he stood on a balcony on the opposite side of the tower, he would have been able to see the clear calm waters of the Ridder River. He stepped back from the railing he was leaning on and stretched his back. He had been waiting for over an hour and his patience was wearing thin.
“You sure you don’t want some of this pie?”
Luxon smiled as he turned and walked back inside. On one of the waiting room’s ornately decorated chairs sat his best friend. Yepert had grown taller in the past few years, but his waistline was still wide. Food would always be his passion.
“Maybe later,” Luxon replied as he sat down on another of the room’s dozen or so pieces of furniture.
“You would have thought the council would offer you some respect and not keep us waiting for so long,” Yepert said through mouthfuls of blueberry pie. His mouth was already covered in the blue fruit’s juices. “I mean you’re a wizard and the hero of Eclin.”
Luxon ran a hand through his sandy blond hair and blew a raspberry in exasperation.
“Only a few people call me that, Yepert,” he sighed. “Most just blame me for what happened. If it weren’t for me there would be no dragons terrorising the Western lands or Fell Beasts marauding unchecked throughout the realm.” 
For a moment in time, Luxon had been hailed a hero for his actions at Eclin. Together with his friends and the brave men of Balnor, he had defeated the dark wizard Danon and saved the boy who now sat upon Delfinnia’s throne. It had not taken long however before his name was used with scorn and anger. The tear, which had opened upon Luxon and Danon’s escape from the Void, had unleashed countless Fell Beasts and other long forgotten horrors onto the world.
He was snapped out of his thoughts by his friend.
“Lux, you okay?” Yepert asked.
Luxon looked down. His right hand was shaking uncontrollably. He grabbed it with his left and willed it to be still.
Not now! he thought.
“I’m fine …”
Yepert looked at him, unconvinced.
“It’s just stress …” he added.
“What’s happening out there is not your fault,” Yepert said. “The whole mess could have been cleared up if the council had allowed the mages to leave Caldaria and aid the Nightblades in hunting down the Fell Beasts.” 
Luxon’s hand stopped shaking. He was about to offer a retort, when a tall woman wearing a blue velvet dress approached them. She was one of the city’s noblewoman, charged with overseeing the kingdom’s administration and civic affairs. The sapphire pendant around her delicate neck was the badge of her office. She was young, no older than twenty at a guess. She smiled politely at the two magic users. Luxon frowned slightly – he could see in the woman’s eyes that she was nervous around them.
“The council will see you now, Master Edioz,” the woman said. “I’m afraid your friend will have to stay outside however as the barons … well, the barons aren’t comfortable having two spell casters in the chamber at once.”
Her eyes moved quickly between the two young men. Yepert wore the long blue cloak of a mage, whereas Luxon wore green, the colour of a wizard. The cloak had been dusty and in need of repair when the mages finally found it hidden away in Caldaria’s stores. With no wizard seen in the kingdom for a century, the etiquette of how to treat Luxon had been confused at best.
Yepert rolled his eyes and muttered under his breath.
“You go on ahead, Luxon; I’ll just sit here and finish my pie. Wouldn’t want my mighty powers to scare those brave lordlings too much now, would we?” He flashed the woman a smile before settling back into his pie.
The noblewoman bowed slightly, an uncertain look on her face.
“If you would follow me,” she said before hurriedly leaving the waiting room.
Luxon took a deep breath and followed her out of the room. The woman led him along a corridor that spiralled upwards. Lining the marble walls were large arched windows, which offered more stunning views of the city below. As they went higher, Luxon could see as far as the distant Eclin Mountains to the northeast. Memories of the terrible battle in the now destroyed city of Eclin flashed into his mind: the bodies scorched by dragon fire, and those rendered asunder by the claws of the undead. He shook his head to get the memories out of his mind. Since that day, whenever he found himself alone, a dark mood would threaten to overwhelm him. It was at those times that memories of his time trapped in the Void would try and surface in his mind.
“Everything alright?” said the woman with a look of genuine concern, and perhaps a little fear, on her face.
Luxon looked down and noticed that he was gripping the marble handrail that ran along the corridor’s side. His knuckles were white. Slowly he opened his hand and stared at it for a moment.
“Master Edioz?”
He looked at the woman. For a brief moment, she looked like his mother, before her features reverted to those of his now ashen-faced guide.
“I’m fine. I’m sorry … please lead the way,” he said, giving her a poor attempt at a smile. Hesitantly, she turned away and continued up the corridor.
Do they really fear us that much? Luxon thought. He had heard the stories filtering in from across the kingdom of magic users being attacked. Now that he had witnessed the looks of fear and mistrust for himself, he knew that the stories were likely to be true.
Finally, they reached the tower’s highest level. A large foyer was decorated with statues and exquisite pieces of art. The stained glass windows on this floor were taller than a man. Images of Delfinnia’s kings and heroes adorned the panes.
The noblewoman stopped in front of a pair of large oak doors. Two members of the King’s Legion stood guard on either side, their silver armour contrasting with the purple of their tunics. At their hips hung short stabbing swords, and in their hands, they held a long spear and large oval shields adorned with a silver background and the image of a golden sword – the badge of King Alderlade.
They, too, gave Luxon an unpleasant look as they opened the doors. The woman bowed politely before hurrying off back down the spiralled corridor.
Luxon braced himself, held his head and walked into the council chamber. A large circular table made of serpentine was in the centre of the oval room. Twelve high backed chairs were placed around its circumference. To Luxon’s surprise, only two of the chairs were occupied.
Why the long wait if there is no one here to see me? he thought in annoyance.
His nerves eased slightly as he recognised one of the men, who were in the middle of a heated debate. Of the child king there was no sign. The men stopped their hushed argument as they noticed Luxon standing in the doorway.
The elder of the two stood and walked over to Luxon. He still moved with a limp. A broad smile was on Davik’s face, but his eyes gave away his tiredness. The man had fought at Eclin and had held the title of King’s Regent for the last five years. His rule had been anything but easy, for dealing with the aftermath of Danon’s return had tipped the realm into chaos.
“It is so good to see you, my lad. I apologise for making you wait for so long. I trust you and Yepert are well?”
Luxon smiled back; there was no fear or distrust in Davik’s eyes. The other man in the room however regarded him with barely concealed loathing. The man stood and cleared his throat.
“Introduce us, Davik. Long have I wanted to meet the wielder responsible for the kingdom’s woes.”
Davik frowned. “Sorry,” he mouthed to Luxon. Reluctantly he gestured to the man.
“Luxon Edioz. This is Ricard, the Baron of Champia.”
Ricard was a tall man. He wore a tunic of black felt lined with gold. His grey eyes shone with intelligence and his neatly trimmed short black hair and beard made him look dashing. The Baron of Champia was the king’s uncle and was well renowned for his prowess on the battlefield. His hatred for magic users was also famous.
“I have told you time and again, Ricard, that Luxon was not responsible for the destruction of Eclin and all that has followed,” Davik added angrily. “If anything, he could help us.” 
Ricard scoffed.
“Davik, your fondness for wielders is well known, but even you cannot deny that since that day, this realm has been in chaos,’ Ricard replied shortly. The baron pointed at Luxon. “This boy may be a wizard, but the realm would be a far better place without his kind constantly endangering us all. Danon is free because of him.”
Davik shook his head in exasperation. Luxon felt an anger rise in his chest. He knotted his hands into fists; it took all his willpower stay in control.
“Sadly, I have pressing business elsewhere, so I will leave you two in peace,” Ricard said. “I’m sure we will meet again … wizard.” With a mocking bow, he turned on his heel and left the chamber.
“I am sorry, Luxon,’ Davik said, gesturing to one of the vacant seats.
Luxon sighed and sat down. “I had no idea how bad things were getting outside of Caldaria,” he said sadly. “I’ve lost count of the number of people who have looked at me and Yepert with fear in their eyes.”
Davik sat heavily in one of the other chairs. He reached into his tunic and pulled out an envelope, which he then slid across the table’s shiny surface.
“It’s worse than you know. This arrived this morning penned by the hand of our mutual friend Ferran of Blackmoor. I fear that magic users will not be safe. Attacks have increased, and now even Nightblades are feeling the wrath of the mob. Luckily, Ferran escaped, but the village of Resden was lost to Fell Beasts.”
Luxon’s stomach knotted as he read the letter.
Davik rubbed his eyes with his fingertips. His time as regent had been a disaster. It had been a role he had never wanted and one that he was never trained to do. He was a warrior; he preferred a straight fight to all the intrigues of politics. Ricard, however, was better at the game of kingship; Davik could feel his grip on the council slipping through his fingers. Even the eight-year-old king was falling away from his influence.
“I may be losing control, but at least I can offer you some positive news,” he said with a weary smile, “and tell you why I summoned you to the capital.”
Luxon put down the letter. Excitement filled him.
“Do you have news?” he asked, some enthusiasm returning to his voice. He had lost hope of finding his mother.
Naively, he had hoped to find her after the crowning of the king, but he had quickly discovered that she had hidden her trail well. Luxon’s mother had been a source of mystery throughout his life. She had answers to questions he had to know.
“A strange woman was spotted at the gates of the fortress of the Watchers. The woman apparently wanted to pass through the gates and enter the Great Plains. The King’s Legion commander on duty tried to stop her. She … resisted.”
“Magic?” Luxon asked.
Davik nodded in the affirmative.
“Six legionaries were left unconscious but unharmed, and the fortress gates had been forced open. The commander sent riders out to find her, but after a few hours of searching they were forced to turn back after coming under attack by one the plains tribes.”
Luxon sat back in his chair and stroked his chin.
“What makes you think it was my mother? Perhaps it was a witch fleeing persecution or perhaps a rogue mage?” His mind raced. Why would his mother have travelled so far to the southwest? Why now?
“The commander said she had an emblem on a broche about her neck. He drew a sketch …”
Davik pulled another piece of paper from his tunic pocket and passed it to the wizard. On it was a rough drawing of a golden serpent upon a blue background.
“The sigil of the Diasect!” Luxon’s blue eyes widened as he recognised the image.
He quickly stood from his chair; the paper gripped tightly in his hand. After years of dead ends, now he had a solid lead. Finally, he had a place to start. He would travel to the Watchers, he would traverse the vast Great Plains, and he would find his mother and get the answers he sought. Davik stood, too, and held his hand up.
“Before you go, Luxon I must ask something of you. Do you remember the sigil stone we retrieved in Eclin?”
Luxon paused. The last time he had seen the stone was on the day of the king’s coronation. When he had touched it, visions of war and a sword shining brightly in the darkness had burned into his mind.
“I do,” he answered warily. The visions still appeared in his dreams.
“King Alderlade wants answers,” Davik said pacing the room nervously. “I want answers. According to Esma, his guardian, his highness dreams every night of the stone. In fact, he dreams of it so often that he rarely sleeps through the night. She grows concerned about his health.
“I have caught him staring at it for hours in the royal vaults. Whatever it is, its grip over the boy seems to be growing stronger.”
“Perhaps my mother will have some answers,” Luxon said thoughtfully.  “From what I’ve learned in my research of the sigil stone, the Diasect was charged with hiding it away.”
The answers they both sought were with his mother. Now all he had to do was find her, and that would not be easy.






  
  Chapter Three.



City of Kingsford
Sophia Cunning pulled the hood of her cloak tighter around her head. The marching soldiers ignoring her as they passed. Quickly, she moved from the doorway and crossed the narrow cobbled street to hide once again in the shadows of an alleyway. She narrowed her eyes as the man she had been tailing appeared in the inn’s doorway. She could tell he was worse for wear from drink as he staggered slightly and gripped the doorway with a shaky hand to stop himself from falling over. In the distance, the sounds from the docklands carried on the breeze. Ships bells tolled out to warn each other of their presence in the misty darkness.
The man was dressed in a smart red velvet tunic and white breeches. A white cape, which reached his knees, hung from his broad shoulders. Around his waist was a leather belt complete with a sword in its scabbard.
Cautiously, he walked down the path leading away from the inn and into the street. At this time of night there was little in the way of traffic; only a group of pedlars and their pony were visible. A laughing band of drunken sailors staggered past Sophia’s hiding place. One of the inebriated men vomited, causing his friends to bellow with laughter and mock him mercilessly. All the while, Sophia kept her gaze fixed on her target. Slowly, he staggered off down the street, Sophia close behind. She kept to the shadows as she stalked him. Side streets and dimly lit doorways were her friends.
She followed him for a few streets until he reached a narrow crossroads. Silently, she slipped into a doorway and once more waited. To her mild surprise, the man went from acting like a drunkard to someone who had never touched a drop of ale in his life.
“Where are you, Sintinius?” the man whispered into the darkness. “My master has little patience for your games and neither do I.”
A quiet mocking laughter came from the shadows.
“So, the baron sends you to do his dirty work, does he? I had hoped to meet him face to face. We have much to discuss.”
A thin tall man stepped out from a nearby doorway into the clearing of the crossroads. He wore a long black cloak similar to the one Sophia wore, and his features were hidden by a thick hood. Out of the shadow cast by the material, two white dots were visible. Sophia stifled a gasp as she realised that what she was seeing was a pair of eyes.
The smartly dressed man coughed nervously before holding his head high.
“Lord Accadus could not leave Retbit safely,” the man said in a shaky voice. “The King’s Legion would have had him arrested as soon he set foot outside of his lands. There is a war on, you know.”
He was clearly nervous around Sintinius, and Sophia could not blame him. Just looking at the strange tall figure with the white shining eyes was making even her uncomfortable, and she had hunted witches and Fell Beasts.
“I do not care if Accadus is afraid for his safety,” Sintinius replied dismissively. “I sailed all the way from Sarpia for this little meeting.”
Accadus’s man shifted uncomfortably under that unblinking gaze.
“Tell your master that my forces are ready, we only await his signal. I trust that he will keep to his end of the bargain. I do not take treachery lightly and my people have become accustomed to –” Sintinius paused before sniffing the air. “You were followed, you fool,” he snapped.
He raised his arm and pointed back down the street, straight at Sophia.
Accadus’s man spun around and drew his sword. Just as he was about to advance upon Sophia, the strange tall man behind him dashed forward. A vicious looking dagger sliced through the man’s throat. It happened so fast that not even a gargled scream emanated from his ruined oesophagus.
Sophia tried to run but Sintinius moved faster. He caught her nimbly by the hair, causing her to scream in pain, and threw her to the stony ground. He placed a boot onto her back to keep her pinned to the floor.
“You will regret this. I cannot allow you to live,” he hissed into her ear.
Sophia tried to struggle, but his grip was too strong. She reached into her cloak pocket with a free hand and fingered the hilt of the dagger tucked inside. Sintinius grip lessened slightly as he raised his own blade high to deliver a killing blow. Sophia took her chance, drew her dagger, and stabbed its point deep into her attacker’s leg. The pressure eased slightly as Sintinius reeled backwards.
Sophia scrambled to her feet, shrugging off the cloak still trapped under her attacker’s foot. She reached into a pouch at her waist and threw a smoke bomb at her feet. The dark vapour enveloped them both. By the time it had cleared, Sophia was gone.


      [image: image-placeholder]Sintinius stared at the now empty alleyway. His eyes narrowed into slits. On the floor and still under his boot was the woman’s cloak.
He picked it up and sniffed it. He breathed in the woman’s perfumed aroma and put the scent into his memory. Accadus had sent a fool to do his work and now their plans were at risk, something that he could not allow. Sintinius stalked down the street towards the city’s docks. He would sail to Retbit and see the baron in person. As he walked, four cloaked figures silently fell into step with him.
“Take this,” he commanded.  “Find the woman who it belongs to and silence her.” He gave the cloak to one of the figures.
“Your will be done, eminence,” they replied as one before drifting back into the shadows.


      [image: image-placeholder]Sophia ran as fast as she could through Kingsford’s streets. She could feel strange eyes upon her, and she shook her head angrily. The strange man’s creepy white eyes had spooked her greatly. She kept running until she had crossed most of the city. Finally, she came to a halt outside of the tavern in which she had taken up lodgings. Her breaths came in ragged gasps. If the man were not alone then the city gates would now be watched for her presence. She glanced around the empty streets for any sign of pursuit before taking a deep breath and entering the brightly lit tavern. It was past midnight and most of the patrons had staggered off to their beds or to their homes. Only the tavern keeper was awake and active.
The barman looked up from cleaning glasses when he noticed her standing in the doorway.
“Rough night?” he asked. Her hair was ruffled, and several small cuts were on her cheek from where she had hit the ground.
She walked through the tavern, carefully stepping over the tavern owner’s dog, which was snoring happily next to the fireplace.
“You have no idea,” Sophia replied before heading up the small flight stairs that led to her room.







  
  Chapter Four.


The King’s Road
Luxon enjoyed the quiet. It set his mind at ease and allowed him to think. He was sat under a tall oak tree, which stood in a small clearing at the side of the King’s Road. In the distance stood the city of Sunguard, its high towers gleaming in the sunlight. He was glad to have left the capital. The hushed tones and unfriendly looks from its citizens had been unnerving, to say the least. The trip had been worth his unease, however, as he now had something to go on. He would find his mother, not for any childish need, but to set his own mind at ease. To all appearances, Luxon looked like any normal nineteen year old. His shoulders had broadened, his voice was deeper, and sandy coloured stubble now grew on his strong chin. To those that knew him well, however, his eyes belied the truth. His body may have been young, but his soul was old. His imprisonment in the Void had felt like an eternity. For every hour that had passed in the real world, a year had passed in the Void. He had only been trapped there for two weeks, but to him it had felt like centuries.
In the years since his return from that foul place, he had been plagued by nightmares and strange fits in which he lost control of his power.
Now he and Yepert were travelling back north to the mage realm of Caldaria. He would need the advice of his mentor – the city’s grand master – before he rushed off after his mother’s trail. As tempting as it was, he had made a life for himself in the city. Hannah would be waiting for him, as would his other friends.
He smiled as Yepert returned from his visit to the nearby roadside inn. As usual, his best friend was singing a song from his homeland; they never failed to make him chuckle.
“The silly old fishwife leapt from her stool as the mermaid ran into view la le la le lo … fancy an apple?” Yepert threw Luxon a green variety of the fruit.
He caught the apple easily and took a large bite out of it. The tangy juices sated some of the thirst he was feeling.
“Any trouble in the inn?” he asked, standing up and patting the dust from his trousers.
“Nope. I didn’t wear my mages cloak. I did hear an interesting conversation between the inn owner and a traveller.”
Luxon raised an eyebrow.
“Do tell,” he said.
Yepert shrugged his shoulders as he devoured his apple.
“The traveller was saying how he spotted strange folk landing on the Marble Shore. He said that the ships were in the shape of serpents. They were not of Yundol or Delfin design. He then went on to describe his bowel movements and – whoa, that guy has some issues.”
Luxon looked away and watched the distant horizon to the south. Black ominous clouds were forming, and he could make out the bright flickering of lightning. A storm was coming from the south. The visions of the men in strange armour and serpents flashed in his mind.
“You alright, Lux?” Yepert asked in concern.
Luxon shook his head as though to clear it. He smiled at his friend weakly. The sense of dread in his gut was growing by the hour. Something was coming, something that promised to bring pain with it.
“We should hurry and get back on the road,” he replied weakly. “I don’t like the look of those storm clouds.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]As night fell, the two men spurred their horses into a gallop. They had tarried on the road for too long and when the light fades, horrors emerge from the blackness. The storm Luxon had spotted earlier in the day had now struck with ferocity. Heavy rain hammered down upon the stone of the road, and howling winds caused the trees lining its sides to creak and groan.
“We must reach the safety of a rune stone,” Luxon shouted to his friend.
He had the hood of his cloak pulled close to his face in an attempt to shield it from the wind and rain. He was soaked through as the material offered little in the way of protection from the water. Just as he about to tell Yepert to keep moving, he spotted a shape moving in the tree line. He paused and gestured to Yepert to stay still.
The two looked at each other in concern. Lightning flashed, illuminating the trees. Yepert cried out as he recognised the things watching them. The creatures had squat bodies lined with nasty looking black spines, which ran down their backs. Narrow yellow eyes were offset by a tiny nose and mouths filled with needle-like teeth.
They were Fell Beasts of the Void. Pucks, to be precise. Countless numbers of the deadly creatures had escaped the Void at Eclin. Their numbers had multiplied over the years, so much so that the King’s Legion and the Nightblades had struggled to protect the realm’s roadways.
Slowly, Luxon reached for the staff tied to his saddle. Yepert, likewise, reached into his sodden cloak for the short sword that hung from his waist.
A tense silence fell as the mages and pucks watched the other. A loud, violent thunderclap shattered the stillness. With a chorus of high-pitched screeches, the pucks burst from the tree line to launch themselves at the magic users.
Yepert yelled out in fear, but Luxon whipped his staff, Dragasdol, from his saddle. With a flick of the wizard’s wrist, the leaping pucks were blasted in all directions by magic.
“Ride, Yepert, ride!” Luxon yelled as he kicked his heels into the flanks of his horse.
He shot off up the road, his friend close behind. He dared look over his shoulder and instantly regretted doing so. Dozens of the Fell Beasts were gaining fast. Some ran on all fours, whilst other pursued them by swinging from tree to tree.
Yepert cast a spell of his own. The trees full of pucks burst into flames, roasting several the vicious little creatures. Luxon reigned in his horse to face their attackers. He spied a large rock lying in a small clearing at the roadside. A snide smile creased his lips. Once again, he raised his staff. He focused on the rock and pulled it backwards. The rock shook before it ripped from the earth.
“Let’s do some bowling, shall we,” he muttered under his breath.
He swept his staff through the air above the road. As the pucks drew within striking distance, he jolted his arm backwards. The heavy rock flew across the road, striking a dozen pucks and sending the small creatures scattering like bowling pins in all directions.
Luxon could not help but yell out in triumph. His joy was short-lived, however, when an ear-splitting roar came from the dark sky. The pucks skidded to a halt, their eyes growing wide with fear.
“Luxon, what is happening?” Yepert cried out.
It took all of Luxon’s skill to keep his horse under control. A second roar and the sound of massive leathery wings flapping drew closer. Luxon cried out when a flash of lightening illuminated the beast flying towards him.
“Dragon!” He shouted, turning his horse and spurring it into a gallop up the road, Yepert close behind.
The massive winged serpent rapidly gained ground upon the terrified horses. The animals panted in haggard breaths and foam came from their mouths.
Luxon glanced over his shoulder and swore under his breath. An orange flame was building within the dragon’s throat. He could see that the beast was black, its scales were torn, and a vicious wound ran from its jaw to the top of its skull. Its eyes glowed yellow in the darkness. The dragon dove lower until its massive claws raked the treetops. Wood and leaves were sent flying in all directions as the trees toppled like dominoes. Another lightening flash revealed its sheer size. It was larger than a castle, with wings that stretched across the sky. Luxon yelled for Yepert to go faster, but he knew it was no use. Desperately, he tried to make out the terrain. With a free hand, he summoned a ball of magical light into existence and threw it with all his strength. The bright ball of energy flew for several meters before exploding in a blinding flash. The surrounding countryside was revealed for a dozen miles all around. A pained roar let Luxon knew that the beast rapidly gaining upon them had been blinded momentarily by the spell.
“Over there, head to the valley!” he shouted to Yepert.
Off the main road was a dip which led down into a narrow valley of stone. Yepert nodded in acknowledgement before violently yanking the reigns of his steed to turn towards it. Luxon did likewise. He cried out as searing heat
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