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  The Walls at Dusk

  
  




The stone floor vibrated against his cheek. It was a rhythmic, nauseating tremor that traveled three hundred feet down through the granite roots of the mountain to rattle the bones of the man lying in the dark.

Thum. Thum. Thum.

Caedryn Blackvein did not need eyes to know what the sound was. He did not need the light of the sun, which he had not seen in six months, to understand that Oakhaven was dying.

The battering rams. They were knocking at the outer gates.

He lay perfectly still. The air in the cell was stale, recycled through vents too narrow for a rat to crawl through, tasting of wet iron and his own waste. In the utter blackness, where a normal man would have been blind, Caedryn saw everything. He saw the texture of the moss in the corner, glowing with a faint, necrotic grey light. He saw the rusted rivets on the heavy door. He saw the darkness itself, not as an absence of light, but as a living fluid that pooled around his wrists and ankles, heavier than the chains that bound him.

They are afraid, the shadow whispered. It did not speak with a voice, but with a sensation like cold water trickling down the back of his neck. The stone remembers fear. The walls are sweating with it.

“Quiet,” Caedryn rasped. His voice was a ruin of disuse. It sounded like dry leaves scraping over gravel.

They will come for us soon, the shadow persisted. It coiled around his left arm, tightening like a tourniquet. The King has run out of soldiers. He has run out of hope. Now he only has the monster.

Caedryn closed his eyes, though it made little difference. The visual spectrum of the dark did not require eyelids to function. He tried to remember the color of the sky. Blue? No. That seemed like a lie. The world was grey. It was black. It was the white of bone and the red of blood. Blue was a story nurses told children.

Thum. Thum. CRACK.

The rhythm changed. A chaotic clamor of bells began to ring from high above, filtered down through the ventilation shafts. The alarm bells. The screaming bronze throats of the city, crying out that the first wall had fallen.

Caedryn sat up. The heavy iron cuffs on his wrists clanked, but the sound was dull compared to the roar in his blood. His skin was pale, nearly translucent in the gloom, mapped with veins that ran black rather than blue. Where the darkness touched him, his edges blurred. His hand did not end at the fingertips; it drifted into smoke, into a haze of semi-spectral matter that twitched with an appetite he could barely suppress.

Footsteps.

They were coming. Not the usual jailer with the bucket of gruel and the look of pitying disgust. These were heavy boots. Armored men. Many of them.

Keys rattled in the lock. The mechanism, stiff with rust and neglect, groaned in protest. The door swung inward, bringing with it a flood of torchlight.

Caedryn recoiled, hissing. The light seared him. It felt like acid thrown against his skin. He raised a forearm to shield his face, the shadow on his flesh boiling away in the sudden brightness, retreating into the pores of his body to hide from the flame.

“Prince Caedryn.”

The voice was tight. Strained.

Caedryn lowered his arm slowly. His eyes adjusted, stinging and watering. Standing in the doorway was Captain Valerius, the Commander of the King’s Guard. The man looked ten years older than when Caedryn had last seen him. His silver breastplate was dented, smeared with soot and dried blood. His face was a mask of grey exhaustion.

Behind Valerius stood four other guards. They held crossbows. All four were aimed at Caedryn’s chest.

“Captain,” Caedryn said. He did not stand. He remained seated on the freezing flagstones, his chains pooling around him. “You look unwell.”

“The Outer Ward is breached,” Valerius said. He did not step into the cell. No one liked to step into the cell. The air inside felt colder than the surrounding dungeon, heavy with a static charge that made the hair on one’s arms stand up. “High Preceptor Mortayne’s forces are swarming the lower city. The King commands your presence.”

“The King commands,” Caedryn repeated flatly. “Does he command his son, or his weapon?”

Valerius’s jaw worked. He looked away, unable to meet the unnatural, reflective shine of Caedryn’s eyes. “Does it matter? The city burns, my lord. If the citadel falls, there will be no one left to debate titles.”

Caedryn looked at the crossbowmen. They were trembling. One of them, a boy barely old enough to shave, had a bead of sweat rolling down his nose. They were not afraid of the enemy outside. They were terrified of the thing sitting in the dark before them.

Feed, the shadow murmured, sensing the boy’s terror. One snap. One lunge. We could drink him dry before the bolt flies.

Caedryn clamped down on the urge with a mental discipline forged in years of isolation. He held out his wrists.

“Unshackle me,” he said.

Valerius nodded to the jailer, a hunched man with a ring of iron keys who had been lurking in the hallway. The jailer approached, smelling of stale wine and fear. He fumbled with the manacles on Caedryn’s wrists. The iron was cold, engraved with runes of binding that the Radiant Concord claimed would suppress the curse. They didn’t work. They only made the shadow angry.

The locks clicked open. The heavy cuffs fell to the stone with a deafening clang.

For the first time in months, Caedryn stood. He was tall, gaunt from malnutrition, but the spectral power that knit his body together gave him a unnatural, predatory grace. He rolled his shoulders. The black veins in his neck pulsed. The torchlight flickered violently, as if a sudden draft had swept through the corridor, though the air was still.

“Lead the way, Captain,” Caedryn said. “Let us see what my father has done with his kingdom.”




The ascent from the dungeons was a journey through the anatomy of a dying beast.

In the lower levels, the servants were scurrying like panicked mice, carrying bundles of linens and useless heirlooms, seeking shelter in the deep vaults. They froze when they saw the squad of guards, and they pressed themselves against the damp walls when they saw who walked in the center.

Caedryn ignored their gasps. He ignored the way a mother covered her child’s eyes as he passed. He was used to being the monster of Oakhaven. The Gloam-Born. The Prince of Shadows. He focused on the physical sensation of walking. His bare feet made no sound on the stairs. The higher they climbed, the louder the war became.

The smell hit him first. It was not just the smoke of woodfires. It was the stench of alchemical fire,  acrid, sulfurous, tasting of copper. The High Preceptor’s mages were at work.

They burst out of the stairwell into the Great Hall.

It had been converted into a triage center. The long trestle tables where the court once feasted were now slick with blood. Wounded soldiers lay in rows, their groans merging into a low, continuous drone of misery. Priests of the Concord moved among them, their white robes stained red, muttering prayers that seemed to have no effect.

Caedryn stopped. His shadow stretched out from his heels, unnaturally long, mingling with the dim light of the chandeliers. It reached toward a dying pikeman, caressing the man’s boot.

He is leaving, the shadow whispered. The soul is loose. It tastes like rust and regret.

“Keep moving,” Valerius barked, though his voice lacked conviction. He steered Caedryn toward the heavy oak doors of the War Room.

Inside, the air was thick with shouting. Generals and advisors stood around the central map table, pushing wooden markers across a parchment representation of the city. The markers representing the defenders were few; the black markers of the enemy were a flood.

King Alaric stood by the window, staring out at the burning city.

He was a man carved from oak and iron, or he had been. Now, he looked hollowed out. His crown sat crookedly on his grey hair. He wore full plate armor, but his sword hand shook with a tremor he tried to hide by gripping the window ledge.

“Your Majesty,” Valerius announced. “He is here.”

The room went silent. The generals looked up. Disgust, fear, and desperate relief warred on their faces.

King Alaric turned. He looked at his son. There was no love in his eyes, only a tragic, utilitarian calculation.

“Caedryn,” the King said.

“Father.”

“They have brought up the Siege Towers,” the King said, turning back to the window. “The Concord’s magic shields the walls, but Mortayne has… something else. Creatures. Things that climb the stone like spiders. Our archers cannot hit them. They move too fast.”

Caedryn walked to the table. He looked at the map. The enemy had encircled the city completely. “You waited too long,” Caedryn said softly. “You should have unleashed me three days ago when they crossed the river.”

“You know why I cannot do that,” Alaric snapped, his voice cracking. “Every time you use it… every time you let that thing take over, you lose a piece of yourself. And you endanger us all. We are not just fighting Mortayne. We are fighting to keep our souls.”

“And how is that going?” Caedryn gestured to the window, where the sky was stained a bruised purple by the enemy’s sorcery. “It seems Mortayne has no such compunctions.”

“He is a heretic,” a General spat. “A monster.”

“And so you send a monster to fight him,” Caedryn said. He looked at the King. “I am not a soldier, Father. You know what I am. If I go out there, I do not hold the line. I do not follow orders. I consume.”

Alaric closed his eyes. He looked suddenly very small inside his armor. “Then consume them, my son. Consume them all. But save this city.”

He gestured to a squire in the corner. “Give him his gear.”

The squire, terrified, brought forward a chest. Inside lay Caedryn’s armor. It was not the shining steel of the knights. It was a composite of blackened leather and meteoric iron, designed to absorb light rather than reflect it. There was no shield. There was no sword.

Caedryn did not use weapons.

He began to strap on the armor. The leather creaked. The room watched him in silence, as if witnessing a man dressing for his own execution. Or perhaps, the execution of the world.

“The gate,” Caedryn said, fastening the last buckle on his gauntlet. “Open the sally port at the North Bastion. That is where the fighting is thickest.”

“That is suicide,” Valerius said. “There are thousands of them.”

Caedryn turned to the Captain. The shadow rose up behind him, casting a silhouette on the wall that was twice the size of the man, horned and ragged.

“I am not going there to survive, Captain,” Caedryn said. “I am going there to feed.”




The North Bastion was a slaughterhouse.

By the time Caedryn and his escort reached the ramparts, the sun had officially set. But there was no true darkness. The sky was choked with smoke, illuminated by the fires of the burning Lower City and the eerie, phosphorescent glow of the enemy’s magic.

Caedryn stepped out onto the wall. The wind whipped his hair across his face. It carried the screams of dying men and the chanting of the enemy.

Below, the army of the Veiled Ascendant stretched out like a carpet of iron and malice. They were legion. But it was not the soldiers that caught Caedryn’s eye. It was the Others.

Scaling the walls, moving with jerking, unnatural speed, were the creatures the King had spoken of. They looked like men who had been stretched on racks until their limbs were too long, their skin grey and wet. They carried no weapons, only their clawed hands. They were the Unseen, or the first experiments of them,  twisted mockeries of life that Mortayne had pulled from the dark places.

“Hold the line!” a sergeant screamed nearby. “Push them back!”

A group of defenders were trying to fend off three of the creatures with spears. The creatures moved like liquid, dodging the thrusts, grabbing the spear shafts and snapping them. One of the creatures lunged, burying its teeth in a soldier’s throat.

Caedryn walked toward them.

Valerius and the guards stayed back. They knew better than to get close.

Caedryn did not run. He walked with a terrifying calm. He reached deep inside himself, past the hunger, past the resentment, down to the black pit that sat where his soul should have been. He found the chain that held the beast in check.

And he let go.

Finally, the shadow shrieked.

The physical world seemed to warp around him. The torchlight on the wall dimmed, sucked toward him as if he were a vacuum. The shadows of the battlements detached themselves from the stone and slithered toward his feet, merging with him, swelling his mass.

The creature feasting on the soldier looked up. It had no eyes, only smooth grey skin where a face should be. It hissed.

Caedryn raised his hand.

The shadow surged. It did not shoot out like a bolt; it erupted like a geyser. A tendril of solid darkness, cold as the void between stars, lashed out. It struck the creature in the chest.

There was no sound of impact. No thud of flesh. The creature simply dissolved. The darkness ate it, breaking down its matter into grey mist in a split second.

The other two creatures turned, screeching. They abandoned the soldiers and leaped at Caedryn.

He didn’t move. He didn’t have to.

His shadow rose up from the ground, becoming a three-dimensional wall of obsidian spikes. The creatures impaled themselves in mid-air. They thrashed once, twice, and then were absorbed.

Caedryn took a deep breath. The rush of power was intoxicating. It was better than wine, better than love. It was the feeling of absolute dominion. He could feel the memories of the creatures he had just killed,  flashes of pain, the cold touch of Mortayne’s magic, the mindless hunger. He swallowed them down.

He walked to the edge of the battlements.

Below him, the siege towers were grinding against the stone. A ramp dropped on the wall fifty yards away, and a flood of enemy knights poured out, shouting praises to the Ascendant.

Caedryn looked at Valerius. The Captain was staring at him with horror.

“Open the gate,” Caedryn said. His voice was no longer just his own. It was layered, a chorus of every thing he had ever killed.

“My lord?” Valerius whispered.

“I said, open the gate,” Caedryn commanded. He climbed onto the parapet, balancing on the edge of the abyss. “I am going down.”

“You cannot face an army alone!”

Caedryn looked back. His eyes were entirely black now. No whites. No irises. Just void.

“I am not alone,” he said.

He stepped off the wall.

He fell sixty feet. The wind rushed past him. The ground rushed up. But before he hit the earth, the darkness caught him. It exploded outward from his body, cushioning his impact in a crater of silence.

He landed in the center of the enemy vanguard.

For a second, the battlefield paused. The enemy soldiers looked at the figure kneeling in the dust, surrounded by a swirling vortex of black vapor.

Caedryn stood up. The vapor solidified. It formed a great, jagged blade in his right hand, and a swirling cloak of midnight around his shoulders. He looked at the thousands of men before him. He felt their heartbeats. He felt their terror rising like a sweet perfume.

He smiled, and it was the saddest, most terrible thing the night had ever seen.

“Run,” he whispered.

The shadow lunged.
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The silence was the worst part.

War, by its nature, was a cacophony. It was the clash of steel on steel, the wet thud of bodies hitting the earth, the roar of commanders, and the screaming of horses. But where Caedryn walked, the battlefield fell into a vacuum.

He moved through the vanguard of the Ascendant’s army like a drop of ink falling into clear water. The initial impact of his landing had sent a shockwave of force outward, knocking the front line of pikemen onto their backs. As they scrambled to regain their footing, fumbling for weapons in the dust, the darkness expanded.

It did not move like smoke. Smoke was subject to the wind. This darkness moved with intent. It slithered over the ground in thick, ropy tendrils, ignoring the laws of physics. It climbed up the legs of the soldiers, heavy and cold as deep ocean water.

A heavy infantryman, encased in plate armor stamped with the sunburst of the Veiled Ascendant, lunged at Caedryn. He swung a morning star with enough force to shatter ribs.

Caedryn did not dodge. He simply ceased to be solid in that specific space.

The spiked ball passed harmlessly through his left shoulder, meeting only a haze of grey vapor. Before the soldier could recover from the momentum of his swing, the vapor solidified. It snapped back into matter, trapping the weapon’s chain within Caedryn’s own flesh, which had turned as hard as diamond.

Caedryn looked the man in the eyes.

Darius, the shadow whispered in Caedryn’s mind. Father of two. Born in the Red Valley. Afraid of drowning.

“I know you,” Caedryn murmured.

The shadow surged up his arm. It did not strike the man; it poured into him. It flooded through the visor of his helm, filling his nose, his mouth, his lungs. The man dropped his weapon, clawing at his face, but you could not pull a shadow off your skin. It was inside him.

In seconds, the man collapsed. His armor was empty. There was no body inside, only a heap of grey dust that spilled out from the joints of the steel as it clattered to the ground.

More, the shadow demanded. We are so empty.

Caedryn staggered slightly. The intake of life energy was a shock to his system, a jolt of freezing adrenaline that made his heart stutter. He could feel the man’s final terrified thoughts dissolving into his own subconscious, adding to the choir of the dead that lived in his blood.

“Come then,” Caedryn said to the frozen circle of enemies. He spread his arms. The black veins on his neck pulsed violently. “I am the feast.”

The spell of shock broke. An officer on horseback, a man in gilded armor with a white plume, raised his sword.

“It is a trick of the light! A sorcerer’s glamour!” the officer screamed. “Cut him down! For the Ascendant!”

The cavalry charged. heavy warhorses, armored in chainmail, thundered toward him. The ground shook.

Caedryn felt a flicker of old fear,  the human instinct to curl up and hide from the stampede. But the curse stripped it away, replacing it with cold predatory calculation.

He dropped to one knee and placed his palm flat against the scorched earth.

“Rise,” he commanded.

The shadow detached itself from him completely. It spread out in a circle with a radius of fifty feet, turning the ground into a pool of absolute blackness.

The horses hit the patch of shadow and screamed. The ground had not vanished, but the friction had. It was slicker than ice, more viscous than oil. The lead horses lost their footing, their legs splaying out. They crashed down, sliding uncontrollably. The riders were thrown from their saddles, tumbling into the dark mire.

And the mire was hungry.

As the knights struggled to stand, the surface of the shadow boiled. Hands,  hundreds of them, formed from the silhouette of Caedryn’s own hands,  reached up from the ground. They grabbed ankles, wrists, and throats.

The slaughter that followed was mechanical. Efficient.

Caedryn walked through the chaos of flailing limbs and screaming horses. He did not draw a weapon. He walked past a knight who was trying to crawl away, and the shadow simply rose up and swallowed the man whole. He walked past a horse that was thrashing with a broken leg, and he laid a hand on its flank. The beast turned to dust instantly, its pain ending in a quiet exhale.

He was making a path. A straight line through the chaos, aimed directly at the siege engines looming in the rear.

Jacob. Helling. Voros. The Miller’s son.

The names flashed in his mind with every life extinguished. The curse did not allow him the luxury of anonymity. It forced him to know them. To bear the weight of their existence as he ended it.

Above him, on the battlements of Oakhaven, the cheering had stopped.




Captain Valerius gripped the cold stone of the parapet until his knuckles turned white. He looked down into the swirling gloom of the battlefield.

He had seen war. He had seen men gutted, burned, and trampled. But he had never seen this.

From the height of the wall, it looked as though a blight was spreading across the field. Where the Prince walked, the torches of the enemy were snuffed out. The tight formations of the Ascendant’s legion, usually so disciplined, were breaking apart like water hitting a rock.

But they weren’t fighting back. They were just… disappearing.

“By the Concord,” a young guard whispered next to him. The boy had lowered his crossbow. He was staring with wide, watery eyes. “What is he?”

“He is the Prince,” Valerius said, but the words tasted like ash.

“That’s not a man, sir,” the boy said, his voice trembling. “Look at the shadows. They’re moving the wrong way.”

Valerius looked. The boy was right. The fires from the burning lower city cast long shadows across the field, but around Caedryn, the shadows ignored the light source. They pointed toward him. They swirled around him like iron filings around a magnet.

“It’s eating them,” another soldier said, backing away from the edge. “It’s eating them alive.”

Valerius saw a squad of enemy elite infantry,  the Sun-Guard, men sworn to die before retreating,  engage the Prince. They surrounded him, their enchanted blades glowing with holy fire.

For a moment, the light seemed to push the darkness back. Valerius felt a surge of irrational hope that the monster might be stopped, followed immediately by the guilt of treason.

Then, down below, the darkness reacted. It didn’t retreat. It spiked.

Massive thorns of solid shadow, as thick as tree trunks, erupted from the earth. They skewered the Sun-Guard, lifting them twenty feet into the air. The glowing swords flickered and died.

The soldiers on the wall flinched. A few made the sign of the Concord over their chests.

“Sir,” the sergeant approached Valerius. “The men… they are unnerved. They are asking if we should fire.”

Valerius spun around. “Fire? On whom?”

“On the… on the Prince, sir.” The sergeant looked sick. “They say he is a demon. They say if he finishes with the enemy, he will come for us next.”

Valerius looked at his men. He saw the terror in their eyes. It was a primal fear, deeper than loyalty to a crown. It was the fear of the predator in the dark.

“Hold your fire,” Valerius commanded, his voice hard. “He is buying us time. Every man he kills is one less who climbs these walls.”

“But sir,  ”

“Look!” Valerius pointed. " The Siege Tower.”




Caedryn stood before the wooden behemoth.

It was a monstrosity of engineering, a tower of oak and iron standing four stories tall, wrapped in wet hides to prevent fire arrows from catching. Inside, hundreds of men waited to storm the walls. It rumbled forward on wheels the size of millstones, crushing the bodies of the fallen into the mud.

Caedryn felt very small standing in its path. His physical body was beginning to tremble. The immense intake of soul-energy was warring with his mortal shell. His skin felt like it was burning with fever, yet he was shivering with cold. His vision was blurring, the edges of the world fraying into static.

Too much, the shadow warned, its voice sounding like grinding stones. * The vessel is cracking. We must rest.*

“No rest,” Caedryn grated out. Blood trickled from his nose, black and viscous. “Not yet.”

The siege tower was fifty feet away. Forty.

Arrows rained down on him from the tower’s firing slits. Most dissolved in his aura, but one struck his thigh. It bit deep.

Pain. Sharp, grounding pain.

Caedryn roared. It was a sound that had no human vocal cords behind it. It was the sound of a collapsing mine shaft.

He ran forward.

He didn’t target the wheels. He didn’t target the soldiers pushing it. He targeted the shadow the tower cast.

The massive structure blocked out the firelight, casting a long, rectangular darkness behind it. Caedryn dove into that shadow.

To the observers, he vanished.

Inside the Umbral Expanse,  the layer of reality that sat just beneath the skin of the world,  Caedryn swam through the darkness. Here, the laws of distance were suggestions. He moved through the shadow of the tower, feeling the weight of the wood and iron above him in the real world.

He found the structural stress points. The places where the wood groaned under the weight.

Break it, he thought.

He surfaced from the shadow directly under the tower, in the crawlspace between the massive wheels. He placed both hands on the central axle, a tree trunk of ironwood thick as a barrel.

He didn’t use strength. He used entropy.

He poured the accumulated energy of the hundred men he had just killed into the wood. He accelerated the rot. He aged the timber a thousand years in a single heartbeat.

The ironwood turned grey. It splintered. It became dust.

Caedryn rolled out from under the chassis just as the axle snapped.

The sound was deafening. The massive tower lurched to the left. The remaining wheels groaned, unable to support the sudden shift in weight. With a slow, terrifying majesty, the entire structure began to tip.

The soldiers inside screamed.

The tower crashed into the muddy earth with the force of a meteor. Wood shattered, sending splinters the size of spears flying through the air. The impact shook the ground so violently that men on the city walls stumbled.

Caedryn stood up from the mud, panting. He was covered in grey dust.

The tower lay in ruins. The men inside were crushed or broken.

But he was not done.

From the wreckage, something emerged.

It was not a soldier. It was a figure robed in crimson and gold, floating a few inches off the ground. A Magister of the Ascendant. He held a staff topped with a prism of radiant quartz.

“Abomination,” the Magister said. His voice was amplified by magic, booming over the battlefield.

Caedryn wiped the black blood from his lip. “I prefer ‘Prince’.”

The Magister raised his staff. “The light reveals all.”

A beam of concentrated sunlight, searing and pure, shot from the crystal. It hit Caedryn squarely in the chest.

It was agony.

This was not torchlight. This was concentrated solar fire, holy and cleansing. It did not just burn his skin; it burned the shadow that was knit into his DNA. It felt like being boiled alive from the inside out.

Caedryn fell to his knees, screaming. smoke rose from his armor. The shadow around him writhed, shrinking, trying to hide behind his body.

It burns! It burns us! the voice in his head shrieked.

“Die, monster,” the Magister chanted, intensifying the beam.

Caedryn tried to stand, but his legs wouldn’t work. The light was pinning him down. He could see his skin blistering, the black veins turning red and angry. He was going to die here. He was going to burn to ash, and Oakhaven would fall.

Accept the cost, a new voice whispered. Not the shadow. A memory. His brother’s voice.

Caedryn gritted his teeth. He couldn’t fight the light with darkness. The darkness was fuel for the light.

He had to be something else.

He reached into the pouch at his belt. His fingers, charred and trembling, closed around a small, jagged stone. A piece of obsidian from the deep mines of Ebon-Hold.

He didn’t throw it. He crushed it.

The sharp shards bit into his palm. The pain was real. Physical. It cut through the magical agony.

Caedryn focused on the blood. His own blood.

“I am… not… a ghost,” he gasped.

He lunged forward, crawling on his hands and knees through the searing beam. The light burned the flesh from his back, but he kept moving. He was not using the shadow now. He was using the raw, desperate strength of a dying man.

The Magister’s eyes widened. He had expected the creature to dissolve. He had not expected the man to crawl through the fire.

Caedryn reached the floating figure. He grabbed the Magister’s ankle with a hand that was little more than charred bone and sinew.

“Got you,” Caedryn rasped.

He yanked.

The Magister, unbalanced, fell from his hover. The connection to the light was broken. The beam vanished.

Darkness snapped back into the vacuum with the force of a thunderclap.

Caedryn didn’t wait. He didn’t monologue. He simply fell upon the mage.

The shadow, enraged by the pain, went into a frenzy. It didn’t just consume the Magister; it tore him apart on a metaphysical level. It ate his magic. It ate his years. It ate his name.

When Caedryn stood up, he was glowing.

Not with light, but with a negative luminescence. A purple, bruising aura that pulsed around him. His wounds were knitting together, the flesh re-forming out of shadow-stuff. But it wasn’t right. His arm looked too long. His fingers were tipped with obsidian claws.

He turned toward the city walls.

He raised his hand, the one that was now a claw, in a gesture of victory.

But on the walls, no one cheered.

The defenders of Oakhaven looked down at their savior, and they recoiled. They saw the monster standing over the broken body of the mage. They saw the ruins of the siege tower. They saw the black hole in the shape of a man.

Valerius watched from the rampart. He felt a cold knot in his stomach.

“Open the gate,” Valerius ordered. His voice was a whisper.

“Sir?” the sergeant asked.

“Open the gate!” Valerius screamed, tears of frustration stinging his eyes. “Let him in! Before he forgets who he is!”




The return to the city was not a triumph. It was a funeral procession of one.

Caedryn walked through the sally port. The heavy iron doors slammed shut behind him, barring the night and the enemy.

The courtyard was filled with soldiers. As Caedryn entered, they parted. They pressed their backs against the walls, scrambling to get away from him. Their eyes were wide with the same terror he had seen on the faces of the enemy.

He stood in the center of the cobblestones. The adrenaline was fading. The hunger was satiated, leaving him feeling bloated and sick. The semi-spectral form was receding, leaving him shivering in his human skin.

His armor was ruined. His skin was stained with soot and the grey dust of the dissolved dead.

He looked for a friendly face. He looked for gratitude.

He saw only fear.

A young squire, holding a bucket of water, dropped it. The splash sounded like a gunshot in the silence. The boy turned and ran, sobbing.

Caedryn lowered his head. He looked at his hands. They were trembling violently. The black veins were receding, but they left behind bruises that looked like fingerprints.

They hate us, the shadow whispered, sounding satisfied. Good. Hate is honest. Love is a lie.

“Prince Caedryn.”

Valerius approached. He stopped ten feet away. He did not offer a hand. He kept his hand on the pommel of his sword, perhaps unconsciously.

“The tower is down,” Caedryn said. His voice was hoarse. “The vanguard is broken. They will not attack again tonight.”

“You… you saved us,” Valerius said. But he didn’t sound happy. He sounded like he was diagnosing a disease.

“I did what I was made to do,” Caedryn said.

He took a step forward, and Valerius flinched.

Caedryn stopped. A bitter, cold smile touched his lips. It didn’t reach his eyes.

“Do not worry, Captain,” Caedryn said softly. “I am full.”

He walked past the Captain, past the cowering soldiers, toward the inner citadel. He walked alone. The shadow trailed behind him, long and distorted, caressing the stones of the city it had saved, whispering promises of ruin to the cracks in the pavement.




High above, on the ridge overlooking the burning city, High Preceptor Thalos Mortayne lowered his spyglass.

He stood inside a pavilion of black silk, surrounded by silent attendants who wore masks of porcelain. The air here smelled of ozone and incense.

“The tower is destroyed, Eminence,” an aide said, bowing low. “The First Vanguard has been decimated. The… creature… was more potent than anticipated.”

Mortayne turned. His face was a landscape of sharp angles and ascetic deprivation. His eyes were milky white, blind to the physical world but seeing far deeper into the ether.

“Potent,” Mortayne mused. His voice was dry, like parchment rubbing together. “Yes. He is magnificent.”

He walked to a table where a map of Oakhaven lay spread out. But he did not look at the walls or the gates. He looked at the spot where the palace stood.

“We lost a tower,” the aide said nervously. “And Magister Kaelen.”

“Kaelen was a fool who thought light could burn a void,” Mortayne dismissed him. “You cannot fill a cup that has no bottom.”

He traced a finger over the map.

“The boy is not a weapon to be destroyed, brother,” Mortayne said to the aide. “He is the key. Did you see how the reality weakened around him? Did you see how the Umbral Expanse reached out to touch him?”

“I saw horror, Eminence.”

“You saw the future.” Mortayne smiled. It was a terrifying expression that exposed gums stained black from chewing bitter-root. “The barrier between the worlds is rotting. And Prince Caedryn is the infection.”

He turned back to the burning city.

“Let them have their night of victory,” Mortayne said. “Let them cower behind their walls and fear their own savior. Isolation breeds despair. And despair… despair is the soil in which we plant the new world.”

He gestured to the shadows in the corner of the tent.

“Send word to the agent inside the walls,” Mortayne commanded. “Tell him it is time to turn the King to stone. Let us see how the monster behaves when he has no master.”
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The citadel of Oakhaven did not sleep. It held its breath.

Caedryn sat on the edge of the stone basin in the washroom adjacent to his quarters. The water in the basin was black. He had scrubbed his hands until the skin was raw and pink, but the water remained the color of ink. It was not dirt. It was the residue of the souls he had processed, a metaphysical grease that clung to his pores and refused to be washed away by simple soap.

He stared at his reflection in the dark water. The face staring back was gaunt, the cheekbones sharp enough to cut. His eyes, usually a pale grey, were currently rimmed with the violet bruising of exhaustion. But deep in the pupils, a faint, rhythmic pulse of shadow remained.

They are quiet now, the voice in his head whispered. It was sluggish, sated. The dead are heavy. We should sleep for a hundred years.

“I cannot sleep,” Caedryn murmured to the empty room. “If I sleep, the nightmares come.”

The nightmares are just memories we haven’t eaten yet, the shadow replied with a lazy curl of smoke rising from his shoulder.

Caedryn splashed the cold, tainted water onto his face. The shock did little to revive him. His body felt brittle, like a dry twig that had been bent too far. The sheer volume of energy he had channeled during the destruction of the siege tower had left his nerves fried. His fingertips were numb. His hearing came and went in waves, accompanied by a high-pitched tinnitus that sounded like screaming.

He dried his face with a rough linen towel. He needed to report to the King.

The thought made his stomach turn. The look on his father’s face when he had returned… it had not been pride. It had been the look a man gives a rabid dog that has just killed a wolf. Gratitude mixed with the realization that the dog would eventually need to be put down.

Caedryn donned a fresh tunic, black wool to hide the stains that inevitably seeped from his skin. He strapped on his sword belt, though the scabbard remained empty. He did not need steel. He was the steel.

He stepped out into the corridor. The palace was unnervingly quiet. Usually, this wing of the citadel bustled with pages, guards, and servants. Tonight, the torches sputtered in their sconces, casting long, jumping shadows that seemed to dance to a silent tune. The air smelled of ozone and old dust, a dry, static smell that tickled the back of his throat.

He walked toward the War Room.

Every guard he passed stiffened. They stared straight ahead, eyes fixed on the middle distance, terrified to make eye contact. Caedryn could hear their heartbeats hammering against their ribs.

Thum-thum. Thum-thum.

“I am not going to hurt you,” he wanted to say. But he knew it was a lie. He was a loaded cannon with a faulty fuse. He was always dangerous.

He reached the heavy oak doors of the War Room. The two knights stationed there, members of the elite Royal Guard, stepped aside instantly. They did not ask for his password. They did not salute. They simply got out of his way as if he were a spreading fire.

Caedryn pushed the doors open.




The War Room was tense, the air thick with the smell of aggressive strategy and desperate hope.

King Alaric was hunched over the central map table. He looked worse than he had hours ago. The lines on his face were deep gouges of shadow. He had not removed his armor, though he had taken off his gauntlets. His bare hands gripped the edge of the table, the knuckles white.

Around him stood the remnants of the high command. General Morholt Gravesend, a man of iron posture and grim silence, stood with his arms crossed. Lady Ysoria Vale, the emissary from Ebon-Hold, sat in a high-backed chair, her sharp eyes moving between the men like a hawk tracking field mice.

And there was Brother Halwen Trask.

The monk stood near the King’s elbow, a picture of pious humility. He wore the simple brown robes of the Concord mendicants, a wooden holy symbol hanging from a rope belt. He was balding, with a fringe of grey hair and a face that seemed permanently etched with a gentle, apologetic smile.

“The reports are confirmed, Your Majesty,” General Gravesend was saying, his voice a gravelly rumble. “The enemy has pulled back to the ridge lines. The destruction of the tower has bought us a reprieve. Perhaps two days. Maybe three.”

“Three days is not enough,” King Alaric muttered. He stared at the map markers. “We cannot resupply. The river is blockaded. We are starving by inches.”

“We have the Prince,” Lady Ysoria said. Her voice was cool, like polished glass. She looked at Caedryn as he entered, her expression unreadable. She was the only one in the room who did not look afraid. She looked… fascinated. “If he can break a siege tower, can he not break a blockade?”

All eyes turned to Caedryn.

He walked to the foot of the table. “I can kill men, Lady Vale. I cannot conjure grain. And I cannot fight the river itself.”

“You did well today, my son,” Alaric said. He did not look up from the map. “You bought us time.”

“Time for what?” Caedryn asked, stepping closer. The shadow at his heels rippled, reacting to the tension in the room. “To starve slowly instead of quickly? We need a plan, Father. Not a delay.”

“The Concord has a plan,” Brother Halwen spoke up softly.

The monk stepped forward. He carried a small silver tray with a crystal decanter and several goblets. He poured a cup of dark red wine and placed it near the King’s hand.

“Drink, Your Majesty,” Halwen urged gently. “You are parched. The mind cannot work when the body is brittle.”

Alaric looked at the wine. He sighed, a sound of infinite weariness, and reached for the goblet. “What plan, Brother? The Concord has sent us prayers and inquisitors. Neither stops arrows.”

“The Concord has relics,” Halwen said. His voice was smooth, hypnotic. “Ancient things. Things from the time before the dark. I have received word from the High Preceptor himself… through channels.”

Caedryn frowned. The air in the room suddenly felt heavier. The static charge he had smelled in the hallway spiked.

“The High Preceptor is the enemy, monk,” Caedryn said sharply. “Why would you have channels to him?”

Halwen turned to Caedryn. His smile didn’t waver, but his eyes… for a second, the humble brown eyes seemed to flash with a cold, metallic light.

“Not Mortayne, my Prince,” Halwen corrected. “The true High Preceptor. The one in hiding. The resistance within the church.”

It was a lie.

Caedryn felt it in his gut. The shadow coiled around his spine, hissing.

Liar, the shadow spat. He smells of sulfur. He smells of the thing we killed on the battlefield.

“Father, do not drink that,” Caedryn warned, stepping forward.

Alaric paused, the goblet halfway to his lips. He looked at his son. “Caedryn, Brother Halwen has served this family since you were a boy. Do not let your darkness cloud your judgment of good men.”

“It is not my darkness, it is my instinct,” Caedryn pressed. “Look at him. He is not afraid.”

“Why should I be afraid of the Savior of Oakhaven?” Halwen asked. He moved closer to the King, his hand drifting toward the map on the table. specifically toward the marker that represented the citadel itself.

“The plan involves the Keystone,” Halwen said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “The foundation stone of this very castle. It is bound to the blood of the King. If we amplify that bond…”

He reached into his robe and pulled out not a scroll, but a sphere.

It was made of grey stone, pulsing with a sick, erratic rhythm. It looked like a petrified heart.

“What is that?” General Gravesend barked, his hand going to his sword.

Halwen slammed the stone sphere onto the map, directly over the King’s marker.

“This,” Halwen whispered, his face twisting into a mask of fanatical ecstasy, “is the Peace of the Grave.”

The sphere shattered.

It didn’t explode with fire. It exploded with silence.

A wave of grey dust erupted from the impact point. It washed over King Alaric instantly.

The King gasped. He dropped the goblet. It hit the floor, spilling wine that turned to grey sludge before it touched the stone.

“Father!” Caedryn lunged.

He moved with supernatural speed, a blur of motion. He reached for Halwen, his hand transforming into a claw of shadow.

But Halwen was ready. The monk threw his hands up, and a barrier of translucent force shimmered into existence. Caedryn’s claw raked against it, screeching like metal on glass.

“It is done!” Halwen screamed. “The anchor is cast!”

Caedryn turned to his father.

King Alaric was standing frozen. His mouth was open in a cry that would never be heard.

The transformation was horrific in its detail. It started at his hands, which were resting on the table. The flesh turned a dull, matte grey. The transformation raced up his arms, consuming the fabric of his tunic, the metal of his armor, turning everything into a singular, uniform substance: stone.

“No,” Caedryn whispered.

He reached out to touch his father.

“Don’t touch him!” Lady Ysoria yelled, backing away.

Caedryn ignored her. He grabbed his father’s shoulder.

The stone was cold. Absolute zero. It wasn’t just rock; it was a vacuum of heat and life. And it was spreading.

The grey infection raced up Alaric’s neck. It claimed his jaw. His nose. His eyes.

The King’s eyes, wide with panic, were the last thing to go. For a split second, Caedryn saw the soul trapped inside, screaming in the silent dark. Then the grey film washed over the irises, and King Alaric was gone.

In his place stood a statue. A perfect, terrifyingly detailed statue of a man realizing he was dead.

The wave of grey dust did not stop at the King. It spread outward across the table. The map turned to stone. The wooden markers turned to stone. The table itself groaned as its molecular structure was rewritten, becoming heavy granite.

The floor beneath the King’s feet cracked. The weight of the statue was sudden and immense.

CRACK.

The sound was like a gunshot. A spiderweb fracture raced across the floor of the War Room.

“He has killed the King!” General Gravesend roared. He drew his greatsword and swung at Halwen.

The false monk laughed. He dropped the barrier and dodged the massive blade with an agility that belied his age. He leaped backward, landing on the window sill.

“I have not killed him,” Halwen sneered. “I have preserved him. He is the foundation now. He is the anchor that will drag this city into the Deep.”

“Traitor!” Valerius shouted, firing a crossbow from the doorway.

The bolt struck Halwen in the shoulder, but there was no blood. Only dust puffed out from the wound.

“You are too late,” Halwen grinned. His teeth were grey. “The gates are opening. The Unseen are already inside.”

He fell backward out of the window, disappearing into the night.




Silence descended on the room.

It was a heavy, suffocating silence. The kind that follows a cathedral collapse.

Caedryn stood with his hand still on the stone shoulder of his father. He could feel a faint, vibrating hum deep inside the statue. A resonance.

He is in there, the shadow whispered, sounding unusually subdued. * trapped. frozen in the moment of fear. Delicious… and terrible.*

Caedryn pulled his hand away. His fingers were numb, frostbitten by the magical cold.

“Is he…” Valerius stepped forward, his face pale. “Is he dead?”

“Worse,” Lady Ysoria said. She walked around the table, examining the statue with clinical detachment. “This is Stasis Calcification. High-level geomancy. The soul is not released. It is bound to the mineral matrix. He is aware, Captain. He can see us. He can hear us. But he cannot move, breathe, or die.”

Caedryn felt a wave of nausea so strong he nearly doubled over. His father was trapped in a stone coffin of his own body.

“Can we reverse it?” Caedryn asked, his voice shaking.

“Not with any magic known to the Concord,” Ysoria said. “Perhaps the caster could undo it. Or perhaps…” She glanced at Caedryn. “Perhaps if the source of the magic were destroyed.”

“Mortayne,” Caedryn growled. The name was a curse on his lips.

Suddenly, the floor beneath them lurched.

It was a violent heave, as if the mountain itself had shrugged. Dust rained down from the ceiling. A chandelier crashed to the floor, shattering into crystal shards.

“The foundation,” Gravesend realized. “The monk said he made the King the anchor.”

“The spell is reacting to the ley lines,” Ysoria said, her composure cracking. “It’s destabilizing the bedrock. The citadel is sinking.”

From outside the room, screams began to echo. Not the screams of battle, but the screams of panic.

“The Gates!” a voice shouted from the corridor. “The North Gate is opening! The mechanism is bewitched!”

Valerius ran to the window. “The portcullis… it’s rising. Who is raising it?”

“No one,” Caedryn said. He felt the shift in the air. The presence of the Others. “The shadows are raising it.”

He looked at the statue of his father. The stone King stared blindly at the map of his fallen city.

“We have to leave,” Caedryn said. The words tasted like bile.

“Leave?” Gravesend turned on him. “We do not abandon the King! We defend this room until the end!”

“There is no defending this!” Caedryn shouted, his voice amplifying, the shadow rising up to fill the room with sudden darkness. “The city is not being invaded, General. It is being eaten. Look at the walls!”

They looked.

The stone walls of the War Room were changing. Where the grey dust from the sphere had settled, the stone was becoming translucent. Misty. Through the solid masonry, they could see… nothing. Just swirling grey fog.

The Umbral Expanse was bleeding through. The physical reality of Oakhaven was being overwritten.

“If we stay, we join him,” Caedryn said, pointing to the statue. “We become lawn ornaments for Mortayne’s new world.”

“He is right,” Lady Ysoria said. She grabbed a satchel of papers from a side table. “Oakhaven is lost. If we want to save the Kingdom, we must survive the night.”

Gravesend looked at the King. He fell to one knee, his armor clanking. He bowed his head.

“Forgive me, my liege,” the General choked out.

Then he stood up. “The secret passages in the crypts. They lead to the Greywood.”

“Go,” Caedryn said. “Gather who you can. I will buy you time.”

“You?” Valerius asked. “You are coming with us, my Prince. You are the only one who can fight these things.”

“I have to…” Caedryn looked at his father. He wanted to say goodbye. He wanted to smash the statue and end his father’s suffering. But he couldn’t do either.

Run, the shadow urged. The big darkness is coming. The one that eats shadows. We must run.

“I will follow,” Caedryn lied. “Go!”




The escape from the War Room was a descent into madness.

The corridors of the citadel were warping. The straight lines of the hallways were bending into impossible curves. Doors opened onto brick walls. Windows looked out onto landscapes that were not Oakhaven,  barren plains of ash under a black sun.

The Unseen were everywhere.

They poured out of the shadows, lanky grey horrors that moved on all fours. They didn’t attack with weapons; they attacked with touch. Every soldier they grabbed simply ceased to exist, fading into the grey mist that was consuming the castle.

Caedryn fought.

He was a whirlwind of black violence. He moved through the rearguard, cutting a path for Valerius and the others. His shadow-claws tore through the Unseen, dissolving them back into the ether.

But for every one he killed, three more seeped out of the walls.

“To the crypts!” Gravesend bellowed, hacking the head off a creature that looked like a distorted hound.

They reached the grand staircase leading down to the lower levels. The steps were rippling like water.

Caedryn paused at the top of the stairs. He looked back up toward the tower where his father stood frozen.

The upper floors of the palace were dissolving. The stone was flaking away, floating upward into the sky like black snow. The spell was consuming the matter of the castle to fuel the merger with the Dark Place.

“Caedryn!” Valerius shouted from the bottom of the stairs. “Come on!”

Caedryn turned to run, but the floor beneath him gave way.

It didn’t break. It vanished.

He fell into the grey mist.

For a moment, there was no gravity. No up or down. Just cold, wet silence. He felt hands touching him,  hundreds of cold, spectral hands. They pulled at his armor, at his hair, at his soul.

Join us, they whispered. Forget the pain. Forget the light. Be silent.

“No,” Caedryn snarled.

He focused on the one thing that felt real. The anger. The sheer, white-hot rage at Mortayne, at Halwen, at the unfairness of it all.

He ignited his aura.

The darkness around him exploded outward, pushing the grey mist back. He created a bubble of reality around himself. He saw the stone steps of the crypt below him and forced himself to fall toward them.

He hit the ground hard, rolling to absorb the impact.

He was in the crypts. The air here was still cool and damp, smelling of earth. The corruption hadn’t reached this deep yet.

Valerius was there, helping Lady Ysoria through a hidden archway behind a sarcophagus. Gravesend was holding the line, his sword glowing with a faint enchantment.

“Seal it behind us!” Gravesend shouted as Caedryn scrambled through the archway.

Caedryn turned. He looked back at the crypt. The mist was pouring down the stairs like a slow avalanche.

“Collapse the tunnel,” Caedryn ordered.

“But,  ”

“Do it!”

Gravesend struck the keystone of the archway with the pommel of his sword. The ancient masonry, already stressed by the castle’s instability, gave way.

With a roar of falling rock, the tunnel collapsed. Tons of granite sealed the passage, blocking the mist, the monsters, and the tomb of the Stone King.

They were in the dark. The only light came from a glowing moss on the walls of the escape tunnel.

Caedryn leaned against the rough wall, sliding down until he hit the dirt floor. He gasped for air, his chest heaving.

“The King…” Valerius whispered in the dark.

“The King is gone,” Caedryn said. His voice was devoid of emotion. He felt hollowed out. The shadow inside him was quiet, terrified by the scale of the magic they had just witnessed.

“He is not dead,” Lady Ysoria said, adjusting her cloak. She was dusty, but still composed. “He is a hostage. A trophy. Mortayne will keep him as a symbol of his victory.”

“Then we will take him back,” Caedryn said. He looked at his hands. They were trembling, but he clenched them into fists until the shaking stopped. “We will tear that castle down brick by brick if we have to.”

“First, we survive,” Gravesend grunted. “This tunnel leads to the Greywood. If we are lucky, the enemy has not surrounded the forest yet.”

“They have surrounded everything,” Caedryn said. He stood up. “But the forest… the forest is old. It has its own shadows. I can cloak us.”

He looked at the small group of survivors. A General, a Spy-Mistress, a Captain, and a dozen scared guards. And a monster prince.

“Lead the way, General,” Caedryn said. “Oakhaven is dead. Long live the resistance.”




High above, in the silent War Room, the statue of King Alaric stood alone.

The walls had dissolved completely, leaving him standing on a floating island of stone in a sea of grey fog. The sky above was a swirling vortex of purple and black.

A figure floated out of the mist.

High Preceptor Mortayne drifted toward the statue. He touched the stone cheek of his former sovereign with a long, pale finger.

“Beautiful,” Mortayne whispered.

He leaned in close to the stone ear.

“Do you see it, Alaric?” Mortayne asked softly. “Do you see the peace I have brought you? No more decisions. No more wars. Just… stillness.”

The statue did not answer. But deep inside the granite chest, a spark of horror burned, bright and silent, fueling the spell that would swallow the world.

Mortayne turned to the empty air.

“Find the boy,” he commanded the shadows. “Hunt him down. Break him. And when he is broken… bring him to me. I have a pedestal waiting for him right next to his father.”
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The tunnel mouth was a jagged wound in the hillside, hidden beneath a tangle of gnarled briars that had not been cut back in a century.

Caedryn stumbled out first, his boots sinking into deep drifts of dead leaves. He fell to his knees, retching. The air here was cold and sharp, smelling of pine resin and wet decay, a violent contrast to the stale, stone-dust atmosphere of the crypts. He dragged in lungfuls of it, trying to purge the taste of the spell that had taken his father.

Behind him, General Gravesend emerged, supporting a limping soldier. Then Lady Ysoria, her velvet skirts torn and muddy, but her head high. Finally, Captain Valerius and the remaining eight guards pushed through the brush, weapons drawn, eyes darting at the shadows.

“Clear the exit,” Gravesend rasped, his voice a ruin of gravel. “They will have scouts on the ridges.”

They scrambled down the slope, sliding on the slick mulch of the forest floor, until they reached the shelter of the treeline.

Only then did they look back.

From this vantage point, halfway up the valley slope, the destruction of Oakhaven was a panoramic nightmare. The city was not just burning; it was bleeding light. The lower districts were a sea of orange fire, but the citadel… the citadel was a pillar of wrongness. A swirling vortex of grey and purple mist rose from the peak where the palace had been, spiraling up into the clouds like a tornado frozen in time. The stone towers were gone, dissolved into the raw matter of the Umbral Expanse.

It was silent from this distance. That was the horror of it. A kingdom was ending, and the wind simply rustled the leaves.

“It’s gone,” a young guard whispered. He dropped his shield. “It’s all gone.”

“The stone remains,” Gravesend said, though he sounded like a man trying to convince himself. “We will return. We will rebuild.”

“We cannot rebuild dust, General,” Lady Ysoria said. She turned away from the sight, her face a mask of pragmatic steel. “We must move. The Greywood is treacherous even in daylight. At night, it is a tomb.”

Caedryn pushed himself up. He used a sapling for support. The wood instantly blackened under his grip, the leaves withering and falling like grey ash. He snatched his hand away, staring at the dead plant.

Everything we touch dies, the shadow whispered. It was vibrating in his blood, agitated, sniffing the air like a hound. The forest knows us. The forest is hungry too.

“Which way, General?” Caedryn asked.

Gravesend pointed north, deeper into the dark mass of trees. “There is an old logger’s road three miles in. It leads to the river crossing at Black-Ford. If we cross the water, we can lose the scent.”

“Lead on,” Caedryn said.


The Greywood was not merely a forest; it was a biological barrier that had stood between the Kingdom of Oakhaven and the northern wilds for a thousand years. The trees were ancient oaks and iron-bark pines, their trunks thick as castle towers, their roots twisting out of the earth like the fossilized spines of leviathans.

As the group moved deeper, the light of the burning city faded, swallowed by the canopy. True darkness took hold.

It was a suffocating, physical darkness. The fog began to rise from the ground, white and ghostly, swirling around their knees. It muffled the sound of their footsteps, creating a sense of isolation even though they walked in a tight column.

Caedryn walked at the rear. It was the dangerous position, the place where the wolves took the stragglers. But he was the wolf now.

He felt the forest watching them.

It wasn’t a paranoid delusion. The curse in his blood acted as a sensory organ, picking up the electromagnetic hum of the life around him. He felt the slow, brooding consciousness of the trees. They were old, and they were cruel. They remembered the blood of battles fought here centuries ago.

Left, the shadow tugged at his mind.

Caedryn stopped. “General!”

Gravesend, ten yards ahead, paused. “What is it?”

“Not that way,” Caedryn said. He pointed into the dense undergrowth to their left, where there was no path, only a wall of thorns.

“The map says north,” Gravesend argued, consulting a compass that was spinning uselessly in the magical fallout of the city’s destruction. “The road is north.”

“The road is watched,” Caedryn said. He didn’t know how he knew, but the knowledge was absolute. A vision flashed in his mind,  pale shapes crouching in the branches over the road, waiting. “There is a trap ahead. We must go left.”

“Through the briars?” Valerius asked, incredulous. “We’ll be cut to ribbons.”

Caedryn walked past them to the wall of thorns.

“No,” he said.

He raised his hand. He didn’t blast the brush with force. He simply let his presence bleed out. He let the shadow of his own despair mingle with the shadows of the forest.

Open, he commanded silently. We are kin.

The forest responded. It was a subtle, creaking shift. The thorns seemed to recoil, curling back on themselves as if repelled by a greater poison. The twisted branches of the oaks groaned and leaned aside, creating a narrow, tunnel-like aperture in the undergrowth.

The soldiers gasped.

“Sorcery,” one muttered, making a warding sign.

“Survival,” Lady Ysoria corrected. She stepped forward, unafraid. “If the Prince says left, we go left.”

They entered the breach.

The path Caedryn found was not a path for men. It was a deer trail, or perhaps a run used by predators. It wound through the roots and hollows of the forest, bypassing the open glades.

The fog grew thicker here. It tasted metallic.

Caedryn’s physical strength was failing. The adrenaline of the battle had burned off, leaving behind a hollow ache in his bones. Every step was a negotiation with gravity. He felt lightheaded, his vision swimming with spots of color that shouldn’t exist in the dark.

He stumbled, catching his foot on a root.

A hand grabbed his arm, holding him up.

It was Lady Ysoria.

“Careful, Prince,” she said softly. “We cannot carry you.”

Caedryn looked at her. Her face was pale in the gloom, her eyes sharp and assessing. She wasn’t helping him out of kindness; she was protecting an asset.

“I can walk,” Caedryn gritted out, pulling his arm away. He didn’t want to touch her. He didn’t want to accidentally drain her.

“You are fading,” Ysoria observed, matching his pace. She kept her voice low so the soldiers wouldn’t hear. “The magic you used at the wall… it has a cost. What do you need?”

“I need silence,” Caedryn said.

“You need fuel,” she corrected. “I have read the old texts, Caedryn. The Gloam-Born do not run on bread and water. You run on life.”

Caedryn stopped. He turned to her, his eyes flashing with a dangerous luminescence. “I am not a vampire, Ysoria. I do not drink blood.”

“No,” she agreed calmly. “You drink souls. And if you do not find a source soon, you will either collapse, or you will lose control and feed on the nearest available spirit. I would prefer that not be me.”

“I am in control,” he lied. His hands were shaking so hard he had to clench them into fists.

“Are you?” She gestured to the ground.

Caedryn looked down. Where he had been standing, the grass was grey and brittle. The life had been leached out of the soil just by his proximity.

“There is a difference between a king and a monster,” Ysoria whispered. “A monster feeds when it is hungry. A king chooses what he sacrifices.”

She reached into her belt pouch and pulled out a small, sealed vial.

“What is that?”

“Essence of poppy and… other things,” she said vaguey. “It will dull the hunger. It will not fix you, but it will keep the wolf at the door for a few hours.”

She pressed it into his hand. Her fingers brushed his, and for a second, Caedryn felt the warmth of her life force. It was dazzlingly bright. He wanted to grab her wrist. He wanted to pull that warmth into his own freezing void.

The shadow surged, a hungry wave crashing against his willpower.

Take it! She offers it!

Caedryn snatched his hand back. He uncorked the vial and downed the contents in one swallow. It tasted bitter, like earwax and old wine. But almost instantly, the sharp edge of the hunger dulled. The roaring in his ears subsided to a manageable hum.

“Thank you,” he breathed.

“Do not thank me,” Ysoria said, moving ahead. “Just get us to the river.”


They marched for three hours. The forest grew stranger the deeper they went.

The trees here were not right. Their bark was smooth and pale, like dead skin. The leaves were a dark, bruised purple. And the silence was absolute. No crickets. No owls. Just the wet thud of boots on mud.

Caedryn led them blindly, trusting the shadow to find the path of least resistance. The entity seemed to know the geography of the dark places. It pulled him toward ravines and dry creek beds, keeping them below the skyline.

Around midnight, they reached a clearing.

“Halt,” Gravesend ordered. “Five minutes. The men are breaking.”

The soldiers collapsed where they stood, too exhausted to care about the damp ground. Valerius posted a watch, though the sentries looked like they were sleepwalking.

Caedryn sat apart from the group, leaning against a mossy boulder. He watched them. He watched the rise and fall of their chests.

They were so fragile. Meat and bone and fear.

They are burdens, the shadow whispered. They slow us down. If we left them, we could travel through the Umbral Expanse. We could be miles away in a heartbeat.

“I do not leave my people,” Caedryn thought back.

Your people? The shadow laughed, a sound like rustling dry leaves. They fear you. Look at them. They sit as far from you as they can.

It was true. The soldiers had formed a tight circle on the other side of the clearing. Only Gravesend and Ysoria sat somewhat near him, and even they kept a respectful distance.

Caedryn closed his eyes.

“Prince.”

He opened them. Valerius was standing there, holding a waterskin. The Captain looked hesitant.

“Water, sir.”

Caedryn took the skin. “Thank you, Captain.”

Valerius didn’t leave. He stood there, shifting his weight. “Back there… in the War Room. When the King…”

He couldn’t finish the sentence.

“He is not dead, Valerius,” Caedryn said.

“I know what the Lady said. But… to be trapped like that. Stone.” Valerius rubbed his face. “I should have been faster. I was his guard.”

“Halwen was a master of deceit,” Caedryn said. “He fooled us all.”

“He didn’t fool you,” Valerius noted. “You saw it. You tried to stop him.”

“I saw it because I am like them,” Caedryn said bitterly. “It takes a monster to spot a monster.”

Valerius looked at Caedryn. Really looked at him. He saw the black veins, the pale skin, the way the shadows seemed to cling to his armor like a second cloak.

“You are not a monster, my Prince,” Valerius said. It was the first time he had said it without trembling. “A monster would have let the tower fall on us. A monster would have left us in the crypts.”

He saluted, a sharp strike to his chest plate. “I will follow you, Caedryn. Until the end.”

He turned and walked back to the men.

Caedryn watched him go. A lump formed in his throat. It was a dangerous emotion. Hope.

Hope is heavy, the shadow warned. Hope hurts when you drop it.

Suddenly, Caedryn’s head snapped up.

The forest had changed.

The wind had stopped. The fog, which had been drifting lazily, froze in place.

Something had entered the woods. Something that didn’t belong to the natural order or the disorder of the war.

“Up!” Caedryn hissed. He didn’t shout, but his voice carried to every corner of the clearing. “Get up. Now.”

Gravesend was on his feet instantly, sword drawn. “What is it?”

“We are found,” Caedryn said.

He scanned the tree line. The darkness between the trunks was thickening. It wasn’t just night; it was a coalescing solidity.

From the east, the direction they had come, a sound drifted through the trees. It was the sound of a bell. A single, clear, iron note.

Clang.

Then silence.

Then, closer: Clang.

“The Hounds,” Lady Ysoria whispered, her face losing all color. “Mortayne has released the Hounds.”

“What are Hounds?” a soldier asked, panic rising in his voice.

“Trackers,” Caedryn said. He felt the vibration of them in the ground. They didn’t run; they phased. They were skipping through space, closing the distance in impossible leaps. “They hunt by the scent of magic. And I am a beacon.”

“We must run,” Gravesend said.

“Running is useless,” Caedryn said. He stepped into the center of the clearing. “They are faster. You have to hide.”

“And you?”

“I have to draw them off.”

“No!” Valerius stepped forward. “We stick together.”

“Captain, look at your men!” Caedryn pointed. “They are exhausted. Wounded. If the Hounds catch us in the open, everyone dies. I can move fast. I can lead them away from
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