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This book is dedicated to the dreamers. Those who live in other realms, whose minds seek those far away lands in which to find comfort. Come to Turadorsa and live a little simpler, for a time at least.
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Prologue
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The city slept in peace as the stars shone overhead. Horses and sheep circled their pens, aware that something wasn’t right. One by one the lanterns beside the lane leading into the small city went out. The lone guard, asleep at the locked gate, never saw the dark shadows slipping over the wooden frame. Three humanoid forms lowered themselves to the ground, barely distinguishable in the darkness. 

Two of the figures approached the city, keeping just outside the reach of the nearest lantern, while the third went to the sleeping guard. The man never heard a sound as the shadow stood before him, a long, thin tail swishing the ground behind its back. Without warning the tail darted forward, piercing the chest of the sleeping man, taking his life before he had a chance to wake. 

The trio crept forward, the lanterns nearest them extinguishing as a fourth shadow rose from where the guard’s body had fallen. The outskirts of the city fell quickly, the shadows moving from house to house, taking the residents in their beds and increasing their own ranks until nearly a dozen stood before the building they were looking for. The door opened quietly as the leader approached, the troop not expecting the fight that awaited them inside.
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Chapter 1
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Fire crackled in the small pit, warming the blackened stones laid around the circle. The air shimmered as heat waves rose into the cool night, ever so slightly altering the view of the man sitting with his back against the stone wall. His two companions busied themselves with trying to fix some form of meal out of the few supplies they had left, but he stayed still, hand on the hilt of his sword and did his best to make his eyes pierce the darkness that lay beyond their small camp. No other sounds could be heard around them, save the occasional gust of wind blowing over the dead lands.

“These tomatoes are going soft fast. We need to finish them by tomorrow, Gybon,” the smaller of the two men said as he pulled a burlap sack not even a quarter full of the fruit from his pack. 

“We’ve got naught but tomatoes and bread left after we finish this runt,” Gybon said, taking a stab at a dried chunk of meat that none of them could even identify anymore. 

“But we can’t eat them if they’re rotten, Gybon. That’ll make us sick, and there ain’t likely to be no plants springing up out of this death.”

Days had passed since the trio had seen any other form of life, and they felt that would be safest. They alone had escaped the town of Levon and skirted the beasts that had caused the carnage. They had been sent out by the one person they all felt sure could save them. The old sorcerer claimed to have little magic left, but all had seen him do impossible things over the years. Nothing anyone had seen compared to his actions once the Nashe entered the city, however. He had roused them all from sleep with a yell as the shadows entered the small house they all shared. As he fought the Nashe they had seen his skin radiate a fierce blue light, fighting with a strength none of them had imagined he possessed. 

As the warrior thought of the carnage, picturing his teacher fighting with the strength of someone 200 years his junior, he felt he could almost see the same blue glow rushing across the field below them now. Blinking himself from his reverie he realized he wasn’t hallucinating. A bold blue light was racing up the mountain below them now, coming faster than anything he’d ever witnessed.

“Get up you fools,” he shouted, standing and drawing his blade from its sheath. “We’ve been found!”

“What,” said Gybon, dropping the sack of tomatoes and picking up an axe so heavy most men could barely lift it, “I don’t hear nothing.”

“Something comes up the mountainside, shining just as Raulfe did when last we saw him. I don’t know what it is, but I know it can’t be good.”

The three, all with weapons in hand, backed against the stone wall and looked out over the fire, waiting for the sound of threat to come from below them. The silence that had hung over the world for days seemed to grow heavier with each passing second. The warrior stood tall in the middle of his comrades, waiting for the fight to come to him, as had always been his nature. No sound came from outside their camp, the crackling of the small fire seeming to mix with their heartbeats in a sound that threatened to fill the world. Everything grew still for a moment before shock fell upon them. 

A great wind dashed them hard against the rock face, the shock causing them to release their weapons and fall to their knees. The gale choked their fire and left the air in the small overhang full of smoke as the coals smoldered on before the darkness was broken by a flash of blue light. The trio looked through the haze with squinted eyes as the light stretched and rolled, seeming to pull itself into multiple pieces before standing tall in the visage of their mentor. 

“Raulfe,” the warrior said, dropping his head and offering his hand in the warrior’s stance. 

“Caederyn,” the light whispered, its potency dropping a bit as it grasped the man’s wrist.

The warrior stood tall before his mentor as he felt the burning touch of the light. Energy surged through his body as a great warmth covered him, the place the light touched him becoming the center of his strength. 

“We saw no other people in the city when we left and we’ve avoided everyone on the road since.”

“Good. The fewer who know what way you travel the better. But you mustn’t stop. Rest only a little and travel as fast and far as your legs will carry you. The Nashe will not rest, so you can not afford much.”

“What is going on, Raulfe? I thought the Nashe were destroyed decades ago.”

“There is much I have been unable to tell you, Caederyn, and I haven’t the time now. I have little time before they find me.”

“What do you mean? Are you not here before me?”

“No, boy. What you see is merely a projection, a phantasm. My body is still in Levon. They are keeping me in the cellar at home. I managed to escape for a moment to tell you that you must not stop. You are the only-” the man cut short, looking to his left in alarm before shouting over a noise they couldn’t hear. “You are the only one that can fix this. You must go on you must find-”

A shadow hand appeared on the sorcerer’s arm, the light emanating from the image fading drastically. 

“You must find the truth. You must destroy them. Find-” the wizard drew his sword and began fighting enemies the trio could not see. A blow from one of his attackers sent him to the floor, blood covering his face, the image flickering like a flame in the darkness. “Find......find.....Bhaltair...”

The light faded entirely, their connection with the man who had defended and guided them for their entire lives cut off completely. Caederyn reached out to where his mentor had lain, anger covering his face.

“Raulfe,” he said sharply into the darkness. “What must I do?”

No answer came. Slowly his companions stood and picked up their weapons. No words were said as they looked around them, trying to see if there were any other attackers to ambush their camp. Behind them they heard the warrior moving, sheathing his short sword and stepping over the ashes of their fire. 

“We must move on,” he said gruffly, staring into the darkness before turning toward the wall of the small cave that led to the outer part of the mountain.

“Caederyn, it’s too dark, we’ll break a leg - or worse, our necks,” said Tom, trying hard to sound sympathetic to the rogue before him. 

“You heard Raulfe. We must not linger in one place for too long. They know we escaped and they are after us.”

“If we’re going on, we must make torches. We can’t risk losing each other in this pitch.”

“No. We will not draw them to us any more than we already have. They’ll be on us in no time if we light beacons for them to follow.”

“I understand the urgency, Caederyn,” Tom said, touching the larger man’s arm in the darkness, “but we cannot see. We could stumble right off the mountain, or worse, right into an ambush. And then our mission would go incomplete. Wait here until the sky lightens. Eat, grow your strength.”

“I have strength enough for this, Tom. But you are right. We can’t go on in the night. Sit back and rest.”

The trio, returning to their cave, spent the night in stages of weary sleep, waking frequently for fear something else would enter their small camp. 
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Caederyn was the last to get a moment’s sleep, feeling his head become heavy as the morning light touched the horizon in the distance. His mind went immediately to the city. They had been travelling for almost two weeks, avoiding contact with every human they chanced to see. The shadows had entered the city without warning, every story Caederyn had ever heard claiming they had all been slain by the king in the night who had used his fiery sword to drive out the shadows and defeat the warlock who created them.

Raulfe had somehow been aware of their presence. The open room that was their living space being illuminated with a blue light that threatened to sear out their eyes. He shouted to them to wake up and fight for their lives as he struck down three of the shadows. Caederyn had leapt from the loft, hacking one of the creatures in half with his sword only to watch the pieces fall to the ground and begin knitting themselves back together. He fought alongside his mentor, who had raised him since he was a baby, until they had cut the shadows to pieces, buying them enough time to talk for a moment. 

“Caederyn, take the others and leave. Now.”

“I can’t. These things will kill you. What in blazes are they?”

“They are the Nashe, and I can handle myself just fine. You must go to the Winter Lands and find the wizard, Alvah, who lives in the icy mountains. He has the answers you seek.”

“Come with us. We have time.”

“I wish I could,” the sorcerer said, swiping at one of the Nashe who had begun moving again, “but I have to keep them from following you.”

“But I’m not ready. I haven’t learned everything you have to teach me.”

“You know more than enough for this. I have taught you much, and the rest will come soon enough. Tell the wizard that I sent you, tell him who you are, how you came to me. He will know what to do.”

“What if there are more of the Nashe?”

“Fight. Cut them to pieces and run as fast as you can. Trust no one along the way. Avoid everyone you can. Just get to the Winter Lands. You have work to do.”

“I will not fail you.”

“I know you won’t. Promise me one thing.”

“Anything.”

“Don’t have anger for me. I did what I had to. I still am.”

“Never.”

“Go. Now. They are almost complete.”

Caederyn called to his friends, watching as one of the shadows stood behind Raulfe, feeling this was somehow wrong. As he watched, a blade pushed its way out of Raulfe’s chest, the old man’s blood dripping from the black weapon as the light in the hut faded. 

He jerked himself awake to find the sun poking over the top of the distant mountains, realizing it had been a dream. Raulfe had struck the shadows down again and again, giving Caederyn and his friends time to escape the city, and had certainly never been run through with a sword or a blade of shadows. They hadn’t stopped for two whole days once they exited the walls of their home, only stopping then because Tom collapsed from weakness. They hadn’t had food or drink the whole time they had been on the road. That night Gybon had slipped into a barn they spied from the hill they were resting on, stealing tomatoes, cheese, corn and three skins of ale, which they’d filled with water once they finished the ale. They had eaten heavily that night, Caederyn making a snare to catch any small game they could. They had caught two squirrels that night and a gopher two nights later. Since then small game had been hard to come by. 

“How long have I slept,” he asked the others as Gybon handed him a soft tomato and two slices of dry meat.

“Barely over an hour judging by the light,” Tom replied, yellow juice running down his chin. 

“I dreamed of Raulfe, of the night we fled Levon. The Nashe killed him.”

“No they didn’t. I’m sure of it. He’s fine.”

“He didn’t look fine. That phantasm was one scary bit o’ work,” Gybon said around a mouthful of tomato.

“Shut it, Gybon. He’s fine,” Tom said, throwing an elbow into the ribs of the big man before turning back to the warrior. “He got out once. He knows how to handle those shadows.”

“I know. I’m a little more worried about us at this point. We have to make it to the Winter Lands on three rotten tomatoes and half a skin of water. We’ll starve before we get a chance to freeze at this rate.”

They finished their breakfast in silence, watching the sun rise as they packed their few supplies and crept to the edge of their narrow cave. Once they were sure no one was watching from below, Caederyn left the hole first, looking upwards and seeing nothing but steep rock broken up by one weak sapling and a few weeds. 

“It’s safe here. Come on. And be careful. I can’t drag you the whole way and I’d rather not leave you behind.”

They climbed to the top of the hill and peered wearily around, hoping no one would be awake this early. They were shocked to see they were above the tree line and had a wide view of the area. The steep mountainside they climbed overlooked miles of flat plains, broken by short knolls and small houses and farms to the right, the land riddled with gardens, while the left side rose into a heavy forest.

“We’ll definitely be able to find food here, at least,” Caederyn said, feeling relief at the idea.

“Certainly,” Tom chimed in. “I see corn for sure, looks like some lettuce or cabbage, and who knows what else we’ll find. Looks like there may even be some cattle over yonder.”

“My eyes tell me them’s oxes. I always liked a good ox steak,” Gybon said, his mouth visibly watering.

“Wipe your chin, Gybon,” Caederyn said, his tone that of an older brother. “We’ll be taking no oxen.”

“Why not? We could eat on a ox the whole way to the Winter Lands and use his hide for a blanket.”

“And how would we butcher it? How would we tan the hide to make a blanket? It takes at least a week for an ox hide to dry. We don’t have that kind of time. Besides, how would we carry that much meat?”

“Well, we could take two. Kill one and use t’other to haul the meat and crops.”

“We’re scavengers, Gybon, not cattle thieves. I plan on repaying whatever we take, and I don’t know about you, but I’ve never seen an ox in Levon.”

“Aye. I haven’t either. I guess you’re right. Well, what will we do for meat?”

“Where there's farms, there’s animals. I’m sure we can find some squirrels or rabbits somewhere nearby. With luck we can even find a young deer. I think we could split that much meat between us.”

“Sure, sure. Maybe one that weighs two or three stone. That pelt might not take too long to tan.”

“Possibly. But either way, we’ll be leaving it. It will go to the poorest of these farms. They can use it or sell it as they please.”

“I’m getting famished, Tom,” Gybon said, wiping his raw chin of the spittle that seemed to be present more often than not. “Maybe we should eat those ‘maters afore they finish rottin’.”

“What do you think, Caederyn?”

“I think he’s right. I’m not going down to those farms until dark, so this is all we’ve got. But not here. We’ll go into the tree line and finish what food and water we’ve got.”

The trio slipped into the forest unnoticed, the farms in the valley showing the first signs of life as the cocks began to crow. 
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Once in the forest they all relaxed, realizing they had been terrified of being seen, the message from Raulfe resonating in all of their minds in one way or another. They found a secluded spot a little way into the trees that gave them a clear view of their surroundings and set to work making a small camp. They sat in a tight circle, building no fire as they felt the day’s heat begin to set in already.  Caederyn could hear the sound of running water nearby and went to fill their skins as the other two rested, their bodies not adjusting as well as the warrior’s to being pushed so hard despite the fact they had trained together their entire lives.

He hadn’t walked far when he saw the stream that he knew would be there. Crisp, clear water ran over stones that had been worn smooth over time, small fish darting through the gaps like flashes of living light as the rising sun caught their scales. Caederyn watched the shoreline on both sides of the water for a few moments before going to the edge. He filled the first skin, turning it up and drinking half of it before pouring the rest over his head and filling it again. As he pulled the others from his belt he heard the sound of shuffling to his left. He froze as he expected to see the slender form of a Nashe break away from the darkness and come toward him. He dropped the skin and drew his dagger as he heard the sound again, putting his body in attack position as he prepared to defend his life.

As Caederyn crouched, barely breathing, holding his dagger in such a way that the sunlight wouldn’t catch the blade, a shadow slowly disengaged itself from the shelter of the bushes, a bulky form moving forward. He gripped his blade tightly as the figure stepped to the edge of the sunlight, moving on to reveal itself as a fair sized elk. Antlers stood tall between its ears, adding to the bulk he imagined he’d seen. As the animal lowered its head to drink, Caederyn’s heart slowed. He had been certain this was going to be his death, the Nashe having followed them for whatever reason. He watched the animal drink for a few moments before it dawned on him that this was a gift. This elk could be the meat they needed. If butchered right, he knew he could smoke most of it and make it last them for over a week at least. 

Bracing himself, he launched his body at the elk, knocked it to the ground, and plunged his dagger into its heart before it could attack him. He lowered his head as he felt the elk’s last breath brush by his face and thanked the animal for giving its life that his may continue. He knew of few people who still carried on this tradition, but Raulfe had taught him to do so, and he would ensure the tradition was carried on through him. He quickly pulled the still warm animal onto his shoulders, positioning the body so that blood running from the wound would not soak him, only splashing his leg as he trotted almost effortlessly toward the camp. He heard the voices of his companions before he ever reached them, knowing he would have to chastise them and remind them that if he could hear them, surely anyone else out here could as well.

He entered the small clearing and swung the back legs of the elk over the nearest tree as his companions gawked at him. 

“Gybon, grab me a rope so I can dress this animal before nightfall,” he said, slightly harsher than he meant to. 

The man moved quickly, bringing him a rope and bracing the animal while he strung it up and began skinning it and preparing it for them to slaughter. As he asked Tom to run and fetch the water skins he warned Gybon about the level of their voices. The man turned red and apologized, dropping his head in a way that Caederyn instantly recognized. It was the same way he had always reacted to being chastised by Raulfe. He wasn’t sure how to react to this, and decided to ignore it and let the man go back to occupying himself while he removed the skin of the elk, revealing the mass of tender meat below. He gave the meat a few minutes to breathe, working to build a small fire to help them in cooking and smoking some of the meat. Gybon watched as he struck stones to create a spark. Caederyn had always had better luck with starting a fire than anyone they knew, save the wizard who had to just look at a bit of kindling to make it start smoking. Soon they had a small blaze going and Caederyn went over to the elk and began cutting slices from the tender spots, laying them out on a stone Gybon had wiped off for him. 

Tom returned with the water skins, his body still glistening from the quick bath he had taken in the cool mountain water. Gybon looked at himself, seeing the dirt streaks on his bare arms and said he would like to bathe as well, unless they needed him. Caederyn looked at the man as he laid another strip of tender meat on their already tall pile. He felt himself covered in sticky blood and knew there were just a few hours left before the sun sank behind the mountains. 

“I’ll have to bathe again when this is done,” he said kindly. “Do you want to go now or wait on me?”

Gybon, who had always hated being left alone, said he would gladly wait and asked if there was anything he could do to help the process along. Tom and Caederyn instructed him to move three larger stones toward the fire and lay some of the strips of meat on them for drying and smoking.  Tom doled the food out quickly, the tomatoes already softer than they had been that morning. They enjoyed the fruit with sizzling hunks of greasy, fresh elk, the meat being the sweetest they had eaten in a long time.
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Caederyn and his companions laid low while the sun rode high in the sky, conversation waning as each of them grew weary, eventually deciding to take turns keeping watch over the meat so they could get a few hours of sleep. The warrior took the first watch, listening as the snores of his friends grew to an almost alarming rate before they shifted in their sleep and stopped. The eerie quiet was broken only by the sounds of heavy breathing and the crackling hiss of the fire slowly smoking and drying the meat which he was now sure would last them nearly 2 weeks if they were careful. Reaching into the pile and finding a still-moist strip of elk he walked to the edge of the camp and peered through the trees. He could just make out the houses and fields below, the miniscule shapes of farmers and cattle tending to the land that was their livelihood, no idea the danger that waited outside of their small part of the world. Caederyn shivered as he remembered the sight of the shadow creatures that had uprooted the only life he’d ever known, shattering the illusions he’d been sure of his entire life. The Nashe were said to have been gone for decades, since the time of the dreaded darkness was shattered by the King in the Night.

He sank his teeth into the mostly cooked strip of meat, juice running down his fingers as he stared out into nothing, remembering the stories Raulfe used to tell. Stories of terrifying darkness, shadows that crept through the world under the orders of the Shadow King, a necromancer who had found a way to make the darkness work for him. But it was all stopped by the King in the Night. Warmth crept through Caederyn’s body as the stories of the King in the Night’s fiery sword came back to him. The man had marched through the darkness, cutting the night away and putting an end to the Shadow King’s reign. Blood ran down his chin as he chewed the meat absentmindedly, his mind running wild with the stories of how the darkness had been overcome. For the first time since seeing the Nashe for himself, he felt a glimmer of hope that the return of the shadow beasts may not mean the worst for humanity. 
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Tom and Gybon slept long through the day, their faces peaceful for the first time since they left Levon. Caederyn thought once of waking Tom and getting a few hours of sleep himself, but decided against it, knowing if one of the shadow beasts did show up it would be best for him to be fully aware of his surroundings. As the sun began its descent across the western sky the warrior pulled out the sword that had been with him for years. The blade, not quite as long as his arm, had been a gift from Raulfe shortly after he turned four and ten years old. A large boy, he had taken to training with the sellswords that traveled through Levon every chance he got, working extra days in the fields and saving every copper he got so he could pay them for their time. Before long he found he could easily best even the most skilled of fighters, his speed throwing them all off guard when considering his size. Within a year he had bested every fighter that went through the town and resorted to training his friends and companions in an effort to stay in practice. 

He smiled as he looked at the long, shining blade, a hint of age along the still sharp metal. His hand gripped the worn leather-wrapped hilt as he pulled out a whetstone and set to shoring its edge. The comforting hiss of stone on metal brought back memories of his youth. Tom had asked Caederyn once, not long after the warrior paid to get the boy his own blade, why he devoted himself so fully to swordplay. 

“You aren’t high-born, so the odds of you being a knight are low. Like as not, if you keep it up you’ll either end up a sellsword or getting killed by one,” his friend had told him after a particularly rough lesson, bruises already showing up on Tom’s shoulders where Caederyn had struck him with the flat of his blade.

“Raulfe gave me the sword for a reason. He believes in me,” the young warrior admitted. “Besides, it does something to me. When I’ve got the blade in my hand it’s like the world melts away. I’m only right there in that moment. There is nothing and no one else that matters. It’s like the blade is part of me.”

But he hadn’t told his friend the whole truth. He closed his eyes as he sent the whetstone across the blade again. Yes, when he was using his sword the rest of the world seemed to melt away. His arm knew exactly where to send the blade, his feet knew exactly where to step and his brain knew exactly how to react, but there was still something off. The longer he trained and the more he used the sword the more it felt like there was something missing. His sword arm became stronger than he’d ever imagined, the metal in his hand swinging fast and free like a deadly extension of himself, and the more he used it the more it became clear that he was meant for this. His destiny seemed to shine before him as he fought, his heart feeling truly free as he swung his blade, but no matter what he did or who he fought the truth of his purpose stayed just out of reach.

A howl broke through the clearing, interrupting the warrior’s thoughts and waking his friends from their sleep. He was braced and ready in an instant, moving instinctively toward the sound. He could hear brush breaking under heavy footfalls as something circled the camp. A growl came from just feet in front of him as he crouched in a warrior’s stance, his sword ready for anything. Another howl blasted through the evening sky as his friends readied their own weapons, not daring to speak until their leader gave them the go-ahead. Caederyn turned slightly as he followed the sound of the intruder’s footsteps, just on the other side of the thick brush that lined the small clearing. He stepped swiftly and silently, staying lined up with the mysterious intruder as the wind changed, driving the scent of cooking flesh into his nostrils. He chanced a glance at his companions and motioned for them to douse the fire, most of the meat they’d gathered having been dried through the day. 

Gybon stared at him blankly for a moment until it hit him. He breathed in heavily, pointing to his nose and smiling as the sound of his loud snuffling made the creature on the other side of the brush stop moving. Caederyn took three steps back and braced himself, ready to risk life and limb for his friends and his mission, as a large shadow blocked the light of the setting sun and moved toward the brush. Without warning the branches were thrust apart by a large, hairy paw as claws swept the air where he had been just moments ago. He heard the sound of a bow being drawn from behind him and had just enough time to raise his fist and signal Tom to hold his arrow before a large, scarred head pushed its way through the clearing. 

The troll stood staring at the three men for what seemed like an eternity, Caederyn standing his ground as he heard the sound of Gybon’s breathing quicken, the man’s fear almost palpable in the thick silence of the forest. The warrior had never seen a live troll before, the brunt of his experience with them coming from the drawings in Raulfe’s book and the withered hand one of the sellswords had brought with him to Levon. His eyes darted over every inch of the beast he could see as it’s watery black eyes rolled over the scene in the clearing. Thick ropes of drool ran from its open mouth, yellowed fangs jutting forward at all angles. As he watched, the troll pushed its way forward through the brush and stood up, its body easily nine feet tall. Greasy black hair was matted over every inch of the thing’s body, broken only by lines of scars that ran deep across its chest and a particularly nasty looking nest of them that pitted the beast’s right cheek. 

It took a deep breath, smelling even more of the cooking meat that had brought it from whatever hole it lay in between meals, and let out the loudest howl yet. Caederyn flinched, sure someone from one of the nearby farms would hear the beast if it didn’t stop. He wasn’t sure any of them would pose any harm to his small party, but he wasn’t willing to risk it either. As if sensing his uneasiness, the troll locked eyes with him and drew its pallid lips back in a snarl, sending out one of its paws in a slash that would have gutted him had he been a slow man. He leapt back and swung his sword down, his blade hacking halfway through the troll’s forearm before stopping, the metal lodged in the strong bone. His sword was ripped from his hand as the creature turned its head up and howled in pain. 

“Now, Tom,” he shouted as he dodged the troll’s other paw. He pulled his dagger free of his belt as he heard the twang of Tom’s bow, an arrow finding home in the troll’s right eye as it took a step forward. It screamed in pain again as it attempted to grab the arrow, only managing to send it digging farther into its skull. Blood spattered on the ground before the troll as Tom shot two more arrows into the beast, this time piercing its chest and one of its legs. The troll staggered to the side as it struggled to figure out which of the three men it should attack first, before singling Gybon out. With an angry roar and a look of hatred in its remaining eye, the hairy beast stomped forward, losing track of the warrior who was quickly circling around it. Gybon raised his axe in defense as he realized he was in grave danger, Tom sending three more arrows into the beast’s chest, slowing it slightly as it paused with each impact. The beast stopped feet from Gybon, raising its good arm above its head, preparing to send it forward in a swipe that could tear the slow man from shoulder to thigh. Time slowed for Tom as he drew back his bow, three arrows fitted in the string, hoping to hurt the troll enough to distract it from his friend. The two men in front of the beast cringed as they heard the sound of steel rending flesh and bone, both of them sure it was the sound of their own death they’d heard. 

Gybon opened his eyes slowly, not even sure when he’d closed them, to find the troll’s arm dropping slowly back to its side, Caederyn looking down at him from where the troll’s black eyes had been just moments ago. He leapt aside at the last instant as the troll’s body fell forward, the warrior clinging fiercely to the greasy black fur of its back. In one solid motion, Caederyn rolled off the troll’s body and leapt to his feet. The stink of the beast’s body filled the clearing quickly as the wind shifted, driving the scent of their cooked meat in another direction.

“Tom, your eyes are the best of us,” Caederyn said quickly, wiping the thick, black troll blood from his dagger. “Go see if any of the farmers approach. We may have to make a quick getaway.”

Gybon stood in silence as Caederyn grasped the worn leather of his sword hilt, ripping it free of the troll’s bone in one quick jerk, sending a spray of blood over the brush as he slung the thick liquid from his blade. Looking around, the slow man found the troll’s head just feet from his leg, the beast’s remaining empty black eye still rolling in its socket as its thick, red tongue lolled around in its mouth. He laughed a little to himself at how silly the thing looked now and reached down slowly to grab its tongue. A steely hand grabbed his wrist when he was an inch from grabbing the tongue. 

“No, Gybon,” Caederyn said sternly, his sword, now cleaned of troll blood, back in its sheath. “Don’t you remember the stories in Raulfe’s books,” he asked as the troll snapped its jaws closed over the space where its tongue had been.

“Which ones, Caederyn,” he asked slowly. 

“The troll ones. Remember, the head lives on even after the body has died,” he said, gesturing to the head that was now snapping its jaws over and over, as if daring them to get close enough to taste. “A troll bite, even from a dead troll, is no laughing matter. Don’t forget that.”

After a nod from Gybon, Caederyn reached down and jerked Tom’s arrow from the eye of the troll, driving it into the beast’s temple and putting a stop to its snapping once and for all. He turned the troll’s body over and retrieved the arrows he could from it. Two had snapped as the troll landed on them, a fact he knew would make Tom more than a little sour. 

“It smelt us,” Gybon said finally, as Caederyn washed the troll blood from his hands with the water from his bottle. 

“Yes, it did, Gybon,” he said with a grin. 

“I reckon that’s the biggest thing I’ve ever seen,” the man said, crouching to examine the beast a little closer. 

“It’s pretty large for a Forest Troll, that’s true. But if I remember Raulfe’s books right, the forest troll is the smallest kind,” Tom said, returning to the clearing. “There are no farmers anywhere to be seen. I guess they were all sitting down to dinner. That or they heard the monster and ran inside.”

“Good,” Caederyn said. “Help me gather this meat. We’ll wrap the cooked meat in leaves and the hides we brought with us and the rest in the skin. We can cook it and eat it fresh tomorrow. I guess Gybon will get his skin after all.”

“What other trolls are there, Tom,” the man asked from behind them as they gathered their supplies.

“Well,” the young man answered. “There’s the Ice Troll. It gets to be around ten feet tall. That’s the kind we’ll most have to worry about, because they live in the ice of the Winter Lands. And there’s the Mountain Troll. They can be around 12 feet tall and their bodies are hard as stone, if the tales are to be believed.”

“Reckon we’ll see any of them?” the man asked slowly, a smile breaking out on his face at the thought.

“If we do, I pray to the Heavens it isn’t angry or hungry,” Caederyn said as he packed the last of the meat into his pack. “Let’s fill our water skins and start moving again.”
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Chapter 3
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The travelers passed through the warm, fragrant forest land for days without being seen after their encounter with the troll. The trio crept onto a few farms along the way, gathering small bits of food, leaving a coin or two on the porches of those they took from. Caederyn continued the journey in much the same way as he started it, carrying most of the supplies, eating little and sleeping less. He could see the toll the journey was having on his friends, Gybon’s dark-circled eyes seeming to sink further in his head by the day, while Tom’s whiskers grew in patchy and uneven while his normally chipper attitude faded more with each step. The warrior, on the other hand, had never felt so alive. He needed little more than two or three hours of sleep a day, and a couple of dried strips of meat and an apple or potato before they started walking at night and he felt ready to take on as many Nashe the shadow realm could produce. He would never say as much to the other two, but they could tell. 

By the end of the second week of their journey he began to notice the looks they gave him. His body, never very obese, had been shedding fat, thinning in the middle and gaining muscle until he felt one wrong move would have him splitting out of his clothes. The others were also losing weight, but their bodies were taking the journey in a very different manner. Gybon’s already stocky frame seemed to solidify as the fat of his youth melted from his middle, while Tom’s thin shoulders hardened and grew rounder from the weight of his pack. But neither of them felt the change Caederyn felt. Each time they managed to find supplies he took a little more than the last time, the added weight seeming to give him more motivation than ever to push forward. It was after one of these late evenings, the trio coming across an orchard filled with apples, oranges and lemons enough to feed a hundred villages. They filled their packs as much as they dared, all three of them excited at the prospect of so much food, but each secretly holding out for more meat. Caederyn found himself cramming his pack fuller than the others by at least double and thought nothing of it. Slinging the bag over his shoulders he stood, all three of them stopping short when they heard the sound of ripping cloth. 

He turned around as Tom approached, laughing for the first time in weeks. Before long all three of them were practically rolling on the ground as they did their best to stifle their howls of laughter. Caederyn’s shirt had split from his neck halfway down his back, the thinning material no longer able to hold back his swelling body. 

“I think,” he said as they caught their breath, “that we may have to make our way into a village. It seems like I could use some new clothes.”

“I think we all could,” Tom said, looking at his own slowly unravelling pants and Gybon’s patched knees. The stocky man fell more than anyone else they’d ever seen and he’d never been able to keep a pair of pants for more than a month without ripping holes in the legs big enough for his knobby knees to poke out of. 

“Is it safe?” Gybon asked slowly, uttering the question that plagued each of their minds. “I don’t want to run into any of those things in a place I don’t know how to escape from.”

“Nor do I,” Caederyn said. “I think we’ve stayed well ahead of them, but we will keep our weapons and wits ready in case we need them. We won’t stay longer than we have to, either.”

“Then it’s settled,” Tom said, hitching up his pack and stretching. “I’ll look forward to seeing if I can catch any gossip floating around. If anyone else has had a problem with the Nashe, maybe someone can offer an explanation.”

With that the men set off for another night’s walk, their packs and hearts feeling both fuller and lighter than they had since their last night in Levon. As they trudged through the forest in the moonlight, another forest was growing silent. Leagues behind the men, in a small patch of forest near a farming community, the darkness grew heavy, silence falling over the area. In a small clearing containing the remains of a campfire and the massacred body of a forest troll, thick shadows disengaged themselves from the brush to investigate the area. Lithe bodies darted through the moonlight, long, sharp tails swinging around to help them keep their balance. They approached the forest troll’s body with interest, sensing the pain and anger that still emanated from its remains. One of the Nashe slipped away from the edge of the clearing, the thin blue moonlight coating its body, light smoke rising from it as it seemed to grow thinner, more transparent. It sniffed at the carcass of the troll and let out a stiff growl. Three other shadows darted forward and smelled it as well, each of them turning their heads to the left of the body, in the direction the small party had gone days ago. 
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Green plains soon turned into small hillocks covered in crops, the largest of them crowned by quaint shacks that looked out over their livelihood. Food was beginning to get scarce again, the last of the elk had run out the day before and all three of them were fast growing tired of the apples, the only thing that grew in abundance in this part of the world.

Caederyn was beginning to dread his next bite of the bittersweet crunch of the crop when they first saw the deep black smoke on the horizon. 

“What do you reckon it is,” Gybon asked the others, a half-eaten apple clenched in his fist, juice running into his now-considerable whiskers. 

“It's certainly wood burning,” Caederyn said, breathing deeply of the scent the other two could just barely make out. “Whether that's good or bad, I'm not sure yet.”

The trio slept nervously that night, climbing into a particularly tall, broad tree, resting with their backs against the rough trunk, two of them taking the time to rest their eyes and bodies while a third stayed awake to keep watch. As always, Caederyn took the first watch, his body growing more used to the small amounts of sleep he was getting on the road. This was no surprise to the others. Their leader had always needed less sleep than anyone they knew, his days often starting before the sun rose and ending long after the moon had begun its descent from the heavens, whether there was work to be done or not. Often Caederyn had found himself to be the only person awake in Raulfe’s house, sometimes the only one awake in the entire town. Levon’s small number of residents were used to waking at all hours of the day and night to the sight of the large, hulking shape of Raulfe’s ward walking the streets of the town, going nowhere in particular. The boy quickly became accustomed to making his way outside long after the sounds of the night had become little more than wind and insects. The world was his in those hours, the stars above shining down on a land filled with shadow and possibility. He had marveled at the power of the night for years, finding the stories of the endless darkness of the past bizarre and surreal. 

As much as he enjoyed the privacy of the night, there was nothing Caederyn loved more than watching the sun’s powerful rays burst forth from behind the distant horizon, sending warmth and life over the entire world. He turned his face up to the sky and watched the sun near the horizon. The night had gone by quickly, his watch ending after what felt like minutes, his body feeling refreshed and strong, despite having gotten virtually no sleep. Hunger began to burn in the pit of his stomach as he raised his voice to raise his companions. He called their names softly, not wanting to startle either of them into falling from their perch. Gybon jerked awake instantly, his thick fingers digging into the bark of the tree branch as he nearly slipped off. Tom woke slowly, his body fighting to make the most of the small amount of rest he was allowed. Caederyn felt a pang of guilt when his friend finally opened his eyes and looked at him from a nest of dark circles that seemed to grow more menacing as he looked on them. 

“Morning already?” Tom asked. “Did you watch all night?”

“Tom, I’m sorry,” he told the smaller man as the three of them shifted their bodies and prepared to climb down the tree. “I know you haven’t been getting much rest. I wanted to be sure you got to sleep. I’ll nap when we stop for lunch.”

“It isn’t your fault, old friend,” the young man said when he reached the ground, stretching his arms to the sky, small muscles bulging like ropes under his pale skin. “I’m rested enough for this. We have to do what Raulfe asked. The Nashe have returned and who knows where they will go next. If we can put an end to it before things grow as terrible as the old stories say they used to be then it’s worth giving up a bit of sleep.”

The warrior clapped his friend on the back and turned toward the horizon, pulling a softening apple out of his pack to eat as they began walking. The sun was just over the horizon line when the men saw the smoke of a number of chimneys rising to the sky just over a hill in front of them. Caederyn breathed deeply and smelled an amalgam of scents that made him instantly homesick for Levon. The aroma of mesquite wood burning mixed with the savory smell of meat cooking over a fire. The heavy smell hung thick in the air the closer the men got to the town. 

“This explains the smoke from last night,” the warrior said with a glint in his
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