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      Merydith sighed as she entered her bedchamber and swung the door shut behind her. A thud followed as the latch caught in the frame, preventing the door from closing. Cursing, she swung back and lifted it more carefully, allowing it to click into place. The faint whisper of laughter from her guards carried through the thick wood. She resolved to have Damyn put them on double shifts for the next few days, but as she turned her back on the door, her exhaustion returned, and the thought drifted away.

      The leather sofa beckoned. Staggering across the room, she toppled onto the cushions. She groaned and closed her eyes, giving in to the call of sleep—until the thought of all she had left to do intruded on her peace. Cursing again, she sat back up.

      Her quarters had been cleaned while she’d been busy trudging up and down the long corridors of Erachill. Sparsely furnished, the polished walls were mostly of granite, though in places veins of silver streaked the surface. Her room was deep within the mountain city, and there were no windows, but an adjoining chamber led to her washroom. Other than the sofa, her only furniture was a small dining table she used to break her fast, and the double bed in the corner.

      The room would no doubt send a southern queen into a fit, but it was all Merydith needed. Indeed, it was far more than her ancestors had enjoyed in the dark days of the past.

      Her gaze lingered on the freshly-made bed, but the stench of her unwashed body hung around her like a cloud, and rising, she crossed to the washroom. A smile tugged at her lips as she saw the tub had recently been filled with hot water. Stripping off her long cotton and fur del, she lowered herself into the bath.

      She sighed as warmth enveloped her, banishing memories of the cold winter draughts that whispered through the tunnels of Erachill. Winter had finally arrived in Northland, and it showed no sign of relenting. Its icy hands would hamper her efforts to muster a defence for their border, but the snows would also slow the enemy, should the Tsar decide to advance.

      But then, her enemy’s forces were legion, his magic unmatched, and nothing was certain. The man controlled more power than any mortal had a right to.

      She and Enala had spoken of the matter many times, about whether her people might find a way to mimic him, but not even Enala’s century of wisdom knew how the Tsar had gained such power. So Merydith and her people would face him alone, and pray to the Gods they could match him.

      Lying in the hot waters, Merydith’s thoughts turned to the old woman. Silently, she wondered where her mentor was now. Enala had been in Merydith’s life since before she could remember. After her mother’s death, the old priest had become like a third parent to Merydith. But now she needed the woman more than ever, Enala had left, abandoning Northland in the time of its greatest need.

      No, Merydith reminded herself, she has not abandoned us.

      Despite the heat, Merydith shivered, thinking of Enala and Braidon as she’d last seen them, on the back of the Gold Dragon. They had flown off alone, intent on bringing the fight to the Tsar, on ending his darkness before it could spread beyond the reach of the Three Nations.

      No, Enala had not abandoned them. The old woman had placed her trust in Merydith, in the girl she had raised to be Queen, to defend the Northland territories as Enala had since the dark days of Archon.

      Merydith was determined not to let her down, and yet…she still longed for the old woman’s comforting presence, to know she was there should everything fall apart. Instead, there was only Merydith, only the Queen. If she fell, Northland would fall with her.

      She had delivered her message to the Tsar’s emissaries the night after Braidon and Enala had left, refusing their request to return the boy. The decision still surprised even her—after all, Braidon was the Tsar’s own son, though he retained no memory of his past. Yet Enala had been right: Braidon was innocent, and son of the Tsar or not, she could not turn him over to that madman.

      The Tsar’s people had told her to expect an answer within the day, though they had not mentioned how they planned to communicate her message so quickly across the hundreds of leagues between Erachill and the southern capital of Ardath.

      Now, two full days later, she was still waiting for their response. The five southern emissaries had all but vanished, retreating to their quarters. Merydith allowed the faintest of hopes to enter her heart. Could Enala and Braidon’s plan have worked? Could they have found a way past the Tsar’s defences, and finally put an end to his tyrannical rule?

      Merydith quickly quashed the thought. Others could envisage such daydreams, but the fate of Northland rested on her shoulders. She could not afford to indulge in such fantasies. No, until proof of the Tsar’s death was placed before her, she needed to prepare as though the man still lived, as though he were planning to march on Northland within the month.

      Because in all likelihood, that was the truth.

      Rising from the cooling waters, Merydith took a cotton towel from its hook and wrapped it around her body. She wound her long auburn hair in another towel, then wandered out into her bedchamber. A silver mirror hung on the wall above her bed, but she hardly spared it a glimpsed. She didn’t need the mirror to remind her of the grey streaks in her hair, nor the faint lines that had appeared around her eyes. At forty-five, she was fitter than most men in their thirties, but even her iron determination could not turn back the slow advance of time.

      She started as a knock came from her door. Scowling, Merydith glanced at the wooden panels, wondering who would disturb her at such a late hour. Sleep was beckoning once more, and she was loath to deny it. She was about to tell them to go away when the knock came again. Grating her teeth, she considered finding something to wear, then decided otherwise.

      “Whoever it is, tell them come back in the morning,” she called out.

      “It’s Damyn, your majesty,” one of her guards called back. “He says it’s urgent.”

      Merydith closed her eyes and begged the Gods for patience. Damyn was her most trusted advisor and oldest friend, and while he had a habit of overstepping his bounds, even he would not have come to her so late if the matter wasn’t truly pressing.

      “Send him in,” she called back, lifting the latch to unlock the door and then returning to the sofa.

      The door creaked as Damyn entered, followed by the click of the latch as he closed it behind him again. He looked as exhausted as she felt as he crossed the room. His black hair was still unwashed, his forty years of age showing in the silver streaks around his temple and the wrinkles across his brow. Shadows ringed his brown eyes, and he grimaced as he looked at her.

      “Damyn, what is it?” she asked, sitting up straighter.

      Damyn paused when he saw her state of undress, though they had seen each other naked many times while swimming in the mountain rivers as youth. He raised an eyebrow, and she scowled.

      “I was just finishing my bath,” Merydith replied to his questioning look. She gestured to the space on the sofa beside her. “Now sit down and tell me what’s happened.”

      He nodded and sat, though she noticed there was a distracted look to the way he averted his eyes. “It’s Joel, the Tsar’s emissary,” he said, dispensing with the niceties. “He…he wishes to see you.”

      Though she kept her expression unchanged, Merydith cursed inwardly. Joel was the Tsar’s head ambassador. If he was ready to talk, it meant they had received a reply from the Tsar. Which meant Enala and Braidon had failed…

      “He can wait until morning,” she replied, her voice hoarse.

      “He wants to see you now.”

      She cast a glare in his direction. “I am the Queen here,” she snapped. “Their demands can wait.”

      Damyn nodded, though the uncertainty remained in his eyes.

      Merydith sighed. “Was there something else, Damyn?”

      He cleared his throat, obviously uncomfortable. “It’s just…he followed me here, Your Majesty.”

      Merydith closed her eyes in exasperation. “Of course he did.” Sucking in a lungful of air, she looked at her companion and shook her head. “It’s okay, Damyn. I guess the Tsar’s ambassador is not used to being told no.” She smiled. “But you will give him my message anyway. With the point of your sword, if needs be.”

      Damyn grinned at that. His hand drifted to the hilt of the sabre he wore at his side. “It will be as you say, Your Majesty.”

      Rising, he crossed to the double doors and tugged them open. Before he could step outside, a shadow flickered in the doorway, and a slender man slipped inside. Wearing a sickly smile on his pale face, he sidestepped the startled Damyn. Merydith rose smoothly to her feet as Joel slid towards her, his movements almost snakelike.

      “Your Majesty, so nice of you to see me at this late hour,” he said smoothly.

      “Get out,” she snarled, pointing a finger at the door. “Before I have my guards drag you to the dungeons.”

      The man smiled in the face of her rage. Coming to a stop a few feet away, he spread his hands. “My apologies, Your Majesty,” he said as Damyn moved alongside him, eyes narrowed. “But my message could not wait. The Tsar was most displeased with your news regarding his son.”

      “What message could you possibly have that could not wait until morning?” she snapped.

      The smile faded from Joel’s face. “Death.”

      Before Merydith or Damyn could react, a dagger appeared in the man’s hand. Caught off guard, Merydith gasped as he lunged forward, the steel blade flashing for her throat. Beside the emissary, Damyn shouted, his hand snaking out to catch the southerner’s cloak. But the assassin was already too close.

      Reacting with the instincts of a thousand childhood drills, Merydith spun on her heel, twisting into a fighting stance—even as her hand whipped down to strike his wrist. She gasped as fire sliced across her thigh, but she had managed to deflect the dagger from a killing blow.

      Her other hand caught her assailant by the arm. Twisting into her attack, she slid her shoulder beneath his arm. He cried out as she thrust back with her hips, heaving him over her shoulder and driving him into the ground. His skull gave a satisfying crack as it struck the polished granite, but she still did not release his wrist.

      Wrenching his arm, she drove her knee into the back of his elbow, shattering the joint. The dagger clattered to the ground as he screamed. Driving her weight into his chest, she swept up the blade and pressed it to his throat.

      “Traitor!” she hissed. “Why?”

      The man groaned, his eyes whirling in his skull. They had glazed over, but as he looked up and saw her crouched over him, they cleared a little.

      “For the Tsar,” he breathed.

      Before Merydith could say anything else, the man started to shake. His eyes rolled up into his skull, and a long, hissing whisper escaped his throat. Red bubbles burst from his mouth in a sudden cough. Then the life seemed to drain from his body, and he breathed no more.

      Dropping the dagger, Merydith stood and staggered back. Her towel had been lost in the scuffle, but she was too horrified to care. She stared at Damyn, seeing the fear in his eyes, a mirror of the terror that had already taken lodge in her heart.

      “What does this mean?” he whispered.

      Merydith shook her head, her gaze traveling back to the dead emissary. “It means Enala failed. It means war is coming to Northland.”
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      Keep going, Alana.

      Agony encircled Alana’s throat as she followed the voice through the forest, her strength fading with every step. Her shirt was wet with the blood dripping from the wounds around her neck, and the past few hours had turned to a blur. She wasn’t sure when the voice had first made itself known—only that in her desperation she had followed it, though she couldn’t say whether it was real or a product of her fractured consciousness.

      Hardly.

      Was it her, or did the voice seem amused by her plight?

      Gasping, she continued on, only dimly aware that the light was fading, beckoning in the night. Inside her head, her last moments in the throne room played out again and again, and she saw her father, the Tsar, standing over her, felt the bite of the sword as it wrapped around her neck.

      Only Quinn’s foolishness had saved her, his weakness showing as he gave in to her pleading. No doubt he would pay for it when her father discovered his part in her escape.

      As would the guards she had coerced into aiding her. She had found them while staggering through the endless corridors of the citadel, before the voice had appeared to guide her. The squadron had not heard of her betrayal, and had leapt to obey their princess. They had led the injured Alana deep into the bowels of the citadel, to a private passageway down through the cliffs to the royal docks.

      There she had commandeered a skiff and left the guards behind. Unable to summon the strength to wipe their memories with her magic, she had ordered them to remain at their posts until she returned. She wondered how long it had taken her father to find them.

      Was he even now searching for her with his power?

      No, his powers are exhausted for the moment, the voice came again.

      In a moment of clarity, she recalled it had first come to her on the skiff, as she set sail across the lake. In her exhausted state, she had mistaken it as that other part of herself, the gentler, more innocent personality she had created as a mask the first time she’d escaped her father.

      Go west, the voice had said, and Alana had obeyed.

      On its urging, she had abandoned the skiff on a bend in the Brunei River, pushing it back out into the current after she’d disembarked. Now she was lost in an unknown forest, pursued by whatever dark creature her father might send next, still following the voice of some unknown entity, which for all she knew might be leading her into even greater danger.

      Not very trusting, are you?

      “Oh, do shut up,” Alana muttered. She flinched at her own words, her footsteps slowing.

      Her voice had echoed loudly in the forest, accentuating the silence blanketing the trees. After a moment she picked up the pace, her thoughts turning to bandits and the dark creatures that might lurk in the night.

      Paranoid, too, I see, the voice returned.

      “I’m lost in the woods in the middle of the night, I’d hardly call myself paranoid,” Alana replied, then swore beneath her breath. “Great, now I’m talking to myself.”

      Silent laughter whispered in her mind. Gritting her teeth, Alana resolved to ignore any further instructions from her mysterious guide. She was lost enough as it was.

      Branches rustled overhead as a breeze blew down the deer trail she was following. Alana shivered as she tasted ice on the wind, and guessed snow was on its way. This deep in winter, the limbs of the surrounding trees were naked, offering little shelter from the elements. If the snow came, the ground would be covered by morning.

      Struggling to ignore the growing cries of her injured body, Alana pressed on, though her every breath seemed to reignite the agony encircling her throat. She needed a healer, someone with the magic to heal her wounds. Unfortunately, the only ones left in the Three Nations were held in her father’s sway. Teeth chattering, she continued through the trees, the temperature plummeting around her.

      Slowly the last of the light faded, until it was all she could do to keep to the trail. Exhaustion tugged at her mind, calling for her to rest, and she staggered to a stop. Grasping at a tree to steady herself, she sucked in a great, agonising mouthful of air.

      You must go on…

      “I can’t!” she screamed, then groaned as the action tore open her wounds. “I can’t,” she sobbed again to the empty forest.

      The cold seeped through her thin clothing, draining away the last of her strength. She clutched at the tree, knowing that if she sat she would never get up again. In desperation she reached for her magic, for the warming heat of its power, but there was nothing there. Despair gripped Alana as she remembered she’d used the last of it to overwhelm Quinn. Her power was gone, at least until she could stop and rest, recover.

      So this is how the Daughter of the Tsar meets her end? the voice sneered. Lost and defeated, with hardly a whimper of defiance.

      Alana’s breath hissed between her teeth as she exhaled. Pushing against the tree, she staggered upright and continued along the trail. She was surprised to see snow on the ground. She hadn’t noticed it falling before, but now the air was thick with snowflakes, though Alana hardly felt the cold. A dull thudding began in her temples, spreading outwards across her skull and down the back of her neck.

      She staggered as an unseen tree root tripped her, then cursed as the sword she’d taken from one of the guards slammed against her knee. In rage she tore at the scabbard, determined to hurl it into the trees, before sense returned and she only rearranged it on her belt. Without her magic, the blade was her only defence against any unsavoury characters lurking in forest.

      “How much longer?” she croaked to the darkness.

      Almost there.

      Alana shook her head, struggling to hold back her despair. All her life, the Tsar had taught her to be strong, had beaten and tortured her until all that remained was unyielding iron. Yet in the aftermath of the throne room, Alana had been left in pieces. Her father’s teachings had done nothing to prepare her for Kellian’s death, nothing to ready her for the pain of watching her friend die.

      Nor had she been ready for Devon’s revulsion. Even now, she could see the loathing in his eyes as he looked at her, his disgust, his hatred. He had seen her suffering and turned his back on her. In that moment, Alana’s strength had meant nothing, instead becoming a blade that seemed to drag through her very core.

      Now she was lost and alone, at the very edge of her endurance, with nothing but dark forest and silence for company.

      The thought brought a frown to her face, and slowing, she lifted her head to scan the darkness. It was a moment before she realised what had changed—that the trees were no longer silent. A soft whisper carried through the night. Overhead, snowflakes glittered in the faintest sliver of moonlight.

      Alana started forward again, the whisper calling her on. The voice had silenced now, and she cursed beneath her breath, her hand drifting to the hilt of her sword. She gripped the pommel, willing strength to her weary limbs.

      Squinting, she noticed some of the trees around her had been damaged. Jagged branches stretched across the trail, and it was a moment before she realised that several tree trunks had been snapped in two, as though a giant had come crashing through the canopy.

      Her heart beating painfully against her ribcage, Alana stepped from the trail, following some instinct she couldn’t quite describe. Moving amongst the broken trees, she scanned the shadows, wondering if a tornado had torn through this section of the forest. Yet they were rare here on the Plorsean plateau, and the area seemed too small…

      Alana froze as the trees suddenly gave way to a clearing. Breath held, eyes straining, she watched as a giant shape took form from the gloom. Great, clawed limbs stretched out across the clearing, where deep grooves had torn the earth. Broad wings of scaled skin draped over the broken trees, and a monstrous head lay not too far from where Alana stood, eyes closed. Horns twisted up from its skull, and beyond the body, a massive tail twisted its way into the darkness.

      Dragon.

      Terror flooded Alana’s veins as she recalled her father’s Red Dragons, the devastation they had reaped on his enemies. Breath still held, she was about to back away, when she caught the whispering again. It was coming from somewhere in the clearing. She frowned as something moved beside the dragon. With a start, she recognised the sound.

      Someone was crying.

      A part of her still screamed to run, but another part, one born out of her time with Devon and Kellian, urged her forward. On trembling legs, Alana crept across the clearing. The source of the sobbing came into sight as she moved around one giant foreleg.

      An old woman crouched beside the beast, her long robes in tatters, wrinkled skin scorched and blackened from the flames of battle. Her long white hair hung limply against her skull, and there was an air of despair about her as she sat there, head resting against the leather hide of the dragon.

      “Tillie…” Alana whispered, then trailed off as she remembered the name wasn’t quite right. She swallowed, agony engulfing her throat, and then tried again. “Enala…what happened?”

      For a long moment, the old woman said nothing, though the sobbing had ceased at the first word from Alana’s mouth. The silence stretched out, heavy with pain, with grief, with anger. Alana opened her mouth, then closed it again when she realised she had nothing else to say.

      “Your father happened, girl,” Enala whispered, rising to her feet. “My cursed son happened.”
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      Darkness stained the world when Braidon woke, a cry on his lips. Gasping, he looked around, his panicked mind struggling to make sense of his surroundings. Slowly, shapes appeared through the black, shadowy and indistinct. The soft creak of tree branches shifting in the wind seeped into his consciousness, and he shivered as a cold draught touched the back of his neck.

      A dull ache began in his lower back as he climbed to his feet. Rubbing his arms, he struggled to recall how he had come to be lying alone in the dark. Images flickered through his mind, disjointed and broken, as though they’d somehow become jumbled as he slept. He remembered a man with sapphire eyes looking down at him, a whisper on his lips.

      My son.

      The image changed, and he saw the same man in a great gilded room. Flames leapt about him as two aged figures charged, swords extended. Thunder crashed and a great roar filled Braidon’s ears as the picture faded to black, leaving one word on his tongue.

      Tsar.

      Another memory appeared, and he saw himself sitting in a garden, a young woman beside him. Her steely grey eyes watched him as they spoke, her blonde hair blowing across her face. She smiled down at him, her mouth forming words he could not hear, and another name rose from his scattered thoughts.

      Alana.

      Sister.

      More memories followed then, still jumbled, so that it took time for him to piece them together. He saw a giant of a man with warhammer in hand, facing off against a child with pitch-black eyes, then an older man with kind eyes telling him they would keep him safe.

      Devon and Kellian.

      As the names came, the flow of memories jolted, flickering forward in time, and he saw his father the Tsar poised over Kellian, golden sword in hand. He watched in horror as the blade descended, and Kellian died. Grief swept through him, turning his legs to water. Sinking to his knees, Braidon wept for the man who had given his life to save him.

      The past continued to flow through his mind, faster now, a river that threatened to wash him away. He saw again their journey across the Three Nations, their meeting with Enala, the conflicts with Quinn and his Stalkers, the awful battle in the throne room, his flight with Enala on the back of the Gold Dragon, Dahniul.

      Amongst the memories were some he did not recognise, and with a chill he realised they must have come from his other life, from the time before Alana had wiped his mind. Unfamiliar faces rushed across his thoughts, and for the first time he felt a sense of sadness, of loss for the life he could not remember.

      Finally, he saw the shining beam of light that had cut across the sky, heard Dahniul scream and Enala cry out, felt himself coming loose from the dragon’s back, falling through empty air…

      Braidon shuddered, tearing himself from the flow of memories. Turning his mind to his mentor and her dragon, he sent out a silent prayer to the Gods that they had survived his father’s attack. There was no doubt in his mind the burning light had come from him—only the Tsar could have commanded magic across such a distance.

      There was nothing he could do for his friends now though, and gathering his thoughts, he turned his mind to his own situation. When he’d fallen, it had still been early in the afternoon. He had no idea which direction the dragon had turned as they fled the citadel; all he could recall from before he fell was a sea of green beneath them.

      If only he knew which forest he was in, he might be able to find his way out. Many of the forests around Plorsea spanned hundreds of miles. It was said a man could wander lost in the trees for a lifetime, without ever seeing another soul. If he set out without knowing which direction safety lay in, he might end up walking deeper into the abyss, never to be seen again.

      Well, not never. It was only a matter of time before his father sought him out. With the magic at the Tsar’s command, it didn’t matter how many leagues Braidon put between himself and the capital. There was no corner of the Three Nations the man’s magic could not reach out and touch his consciousness. Amidst a city of thousands, he might have hidden for a while, camouflaged by the host of other minds, but out here in the wilderness, his mind would shine out like a candle in the darkness.

      Unless…

      Closing his eyes, Braidon sought his own magic. Breathing slowly, he sank into the void where his power lurked, searching for the flickering white. But he found only darkness, only emptiness where before there had been life. His heart sank as he returned from his trance.

      He had used his magic to conceal himself and Enala as they flew a dragon back from Northland, but the effort had drained his power. Until it regenerated, he could do nothing to hide himself from the Tsar.

      Braidon started as a realisation came to him—that Alana had wiped their memories as a way of deceiving their father. Without them, their minds would have been unrecognisable to their father, so that even if he’d touched them with his magic, they would have remained undetected.

      A shiver swept through Braidon as he sucked in a breath, tasting the ice on the air. He rubbed his arms and rose to his feet, trying to get his circulation flowing again. The ground crunched beneath his boots, and looking down he noticed a slight sheen to the ground. Brushing his shoulders, his hands came away wet with snow.

      His eyes had adjusted to the gloom now, allowing him to cast around for somewhere that would offer shelter. He let out a long breath as he saw the massive buttress roots of a Ficus tree. Twisting away from the trunk, they stood almost a yard off the ground. It was the best shelter he was likely to find in the dark.

      He crossed to the tree, and crouching down, crawled into the space between the roots. He moved quickly, collecting as many dry sticks and fallen branches from the grooves between the roots as he could. Protected from the snow, they were still dry, and stacking them in the corner, he started to build a fire between himself and the forest beyond.

      Then he paused, realising with a curse he had no way to light it.

      As though summoned, a memory came to him, rising from the murky fog that was his past. Born in the citadel atop the cliffs of Ardath, he and his sister had dwelt in luxury—but their lives had never been idle. Their father had wanted them to be strong, ready for any eventuality the world might throw at them.

      And Braidon was more than capable of lighting a fire.

      Taking out his knife, he cut a slice of bark from the Ficus and placed it on the ground in front of him. Then he took one of the dry branches he’d collected and sliced thin shavings from the wood, collecting them in a pile beside his strip of bark. Selecting a stick from his pile of kindling, he placed its point on the bark, and pressing down, he began to twist it rapidly between his palms.

      It took half an hour, several blisters, and Braidon’s full assortment of curses before a thin column of smoke rose from the bark. Letting out a yelp of joy, Braidon removed the stick and added the wood shavings to the bark. Carefully he lifted it to his lips and blew gently onto the embers. After a few attempts, the flames leapt to life amongst the kindling. Braidon quickly placed the bark on the ground and added more fuel, until he had a small blaze.

      When he was finally satisfied the fire wouldn’t go out, Braidon lay back against the tree trunk and closed his eyes, a sigh on his lips as the warmth of the flames bathed his face. Beyond the flickering orange, the forest faded into the darkness, his night vision banished by its light. In that moment he didn’t care, so long as he escaped the icy cold creeping through the world beyond his tree.

      As his mind relaxed, his thoughts turned back to Enala, and he wondered again at the old woman’s fate. She taken him in and taught him to use his magic, had defended him when everyone else had wanted to hand him over to the Tsar. He had wondered why for a long time, but in the throne room Braidon had learned the truth—Enala was his grandmother.

      He bit his lip, recalling the moment Enala and the Tsar had faced off. Their words had been bitter, their hatred for one another undisguisable. It saddened him to think of it, and he could only imagine what pain must have come between them to cause such a rift between mother and son.

      His mind drifted as the call of sleep beckoned, but he shook himself back awake and added another branch to the fire. The flames leapt at the fresh offering, tongues of orange dancing up to consume the slender wood. He glanced at his small pile, aware it was not enough to last the night. Beyond the flames, the snow was falling faster, piling up in the entrance to his crevice between the Ficus roots. If he didn’t want to freeze to death, he’d have to find more before the flames died out. Exhausted as he was, he wouldn’t have the strength to relight it.

      Even so, Braidon couldn’t bring himself to leave the warmth of his shelter. His eyelids drooped again as he leaned against the tree trunk. A loose rock was digging into his backside, but it hardly seemed to matter…

      Gasping, Braidon snapped back awake, aware that time had passed but unsure how long. He scrambled up, his heart beating rapidly. The fire was still crackling amongst the wood, and he let out a long sigh of relief. Clutching at his chest, he was about to rise and find more fuel, when a voice spoke from the shadows beyond the flames.

      “Evening, sonny.”

      Braidon gasped as adrenaline burned through his veins. Leaping to his feet, he scrambled for his dagger, until the gentle rasping of laughter reached his ears. Heart still pounding, he paused, squinting into the darkness. The shadows shifted, and a giant of a man appeared. Firelight lit his wiry beard, glinting in his amber eyes. He wore a leather jerkin and steel gauntlets on his wrists, and carried a massive warhammer one-handed. There was a weary smile on his face as he looked down at Braidon.

      “You going to stick me with that, sonny, or you gonna invite me to join your camp?” the giant rumbled.

      It took an effort of will for Braidon to release the hilt of his dagger. He shook his head, still staring at the warrior in disbelief. “Devon…” He trailed off, swallowing hard. “How…how are you here?”

      Devon only grunted. Stepping closer, he brushed the snow from his woollen cloak. The giant warhammer, kanker, made a thunk as he dropped it, then Devon lowered himself down beside the fire with a groan. “Oh, but it’s been a long day,” he said quietly, his eyes on the flames. “Can we leave the questions until the morning?”

      Braidon stood for a second longer, before the weight of his own exhaustion drew him back to his seat against the tree trunk. His eyes still did not leave Devon, and after a moment the big man sighed.

      “Was there something else?”

      Stifling a sob, Braidon darted forward and threw himself at his friend. Until the moment Devon had appeared, he hadn’t realised how afraid he’d been, out here in the darkness. He had no idea how the hammerman had found him, but he thanked the Gods for his presence.

      Clearly stunned by Braidon’s sudden show of affection, Devon tottered backwards beneath his weight. Then giant arms wrapped around Braidon, squeezing him into a bear hug. Unable to hold them back any longer, tears came to his eyes, and he sobbed softly into Devon’s chest. The warrior’s leather vest was cold from the snowy night, but it was warm in the giant’s embrace, comforting. After the gruesome scene Braidon had witnessed in the throne room…

      His heart lurched at the memory of Kellian’s lifeless body toppling to the marble floor, and he jerked back from Devon. Looking up into the familiar face, he saw the warmth there, but even Devon’s grizzled featured couldn’t hide the grief that lurked behind his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Braidon blurted out, the words seeming meaningless in the wake of what Devon had lost. “I…we…were too late!”

      A sad smile touched Devon’s cheeks, and his eyes turned distant, as though he were looking off into some other time, some other place.

      “It’s not your fault, sonny,” Devon whispered. “No one…” His voice cracked, and closing his eyes, he averted his face.

      Silence fell, punctuated only by the crackling of the fire beside them. Braidon watched as the giant warrior drew in a long breath. “What brought you back here, sonny? I thought you were safe in Northland.”

      Braidon swallowed. “Enala and the Queen…” He trailed off, struggling to put together the jumbled memories of the past few weeks. “Enala helped me to master my magic,” he started again. “We thought…we thought it might make the difference against the Tsar.”

      There was a tightness to Devon’s face as he forced a smile. “Thank you for trying, sonny. But no one could have saved him. Kellian knew what he was doing when he attacked the Tsar. He knew there would be no going back.”

      Braidon shivered, remembering the scene. He had witnessed it as he first stepped into the throne room: Kellian surging to his feet as the Tsar towered over Devon, the dagger as it flashed through the air, the Tsar’s screams as it struck home. In that one act, Kellian had saved Devon’s life. But in doing so, he had paid for it with his own.

      “Why did he do it?” Braidon whispered.

      “Because…” Devon trailed off. In the light of the fire, his skin seemed pale, his eyes cast in shadow. “Because he was Kellian,” he finished with a shrug.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Devon nodded. “He was a believer—in the Gods, in humanity, in me. He thought there were things worth more than his own life. Things like freedom, and friendship. He died so that I could live.” His shoulders straightened almost imperceptibly, and his brow hardened. “So that I could fight on.”

      The conversation trailed off with Devon’s pronouncement, though the forest no longer seemed so quiet now, no longer so empty. Braidon felt his fear for the morning fading. The threat of his father still loomed over his future, but with Devon at his side, Braidon felt a sudden faith that things might work out. The call of sleep beckoned, and he wriggled in his hollow, struggling to find a more comfortable position. His eyes slid closed, but as he started to drift off, a thought came to him.

      “Devon, where are we?” he asked, cracking open one eye.

      The big man chuckled. “Onslow Forest, sonny.”

      “Onslow…Forest?” Braidon swallowed as lost memories flickered into his mind. He sat back up. “I know it. It’s a refuge for outlaws and bandits—”

      Devon’s booming laughter drowned him out. The sound echoed from the hollow, reverberating out into the trees, as though he were inviting the dark fiends to come for them. A true grin split the hammerman’s face as he patted the haft of his warhammer.

      “Don’t you worry, sonny,” he said. “Whatever’s out there, it’s no match for kanker. Now, why don’t you get some sleep, you look like you could use it. I’ll keep watch.”

      Seeing the man’s immovable confidence, Braidon relaxed back against the tree. Seated beside the fire, with kanker in hand, Devon seemed like some hero out of legend, a warrior of renown who could crush any enemy with one hand. Indeed, Braidon himself had watched the man defeat a demon in single-handed combat. Even in his exhausted state, a few bandits were no threat to such a legend.

      He nodded wearily, his eyes already flickering closed.

      And slept.
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      “Is it dead?”

      Alana blurted out the words before she could process what the old woman had said. Standing there before the giant beast, with its dagger-filled jaws large enough to swallow either one of them whole, she could think of nothing else. Alana had seen her father’s dragons up close, but none of the Red beasts came close to the size of the creature lying in the clearing.

      Her question was met with stony silence. Tearing her gaze from the beast, Alana focused on the wrinkled face of Enala. She frowned as the woman’s words finally seeped through her consciousness.

      “You’re his mother?” she gasped.

      In all the years Alana’s father had trained her, he had never mentioned his parents—not even in her younger years, when there was still some softness in him, and he had still been given to kindness towards his only daughter. Those had been the years when her mother had been with them, before Braidon had arrived and the last traces of humanity faded from their father.

      Across from her, the old woman stepped away from the beast. Despite the darkness, her eyes seemed to glow, and Alana remembered her father’s tales of this woman. He may have never mentioned his mother, but he had talked endlessly of Enala—the Magicker who had fought against Archon, who with her brother had opposed the Tsar’s rise to power.

      Now Alana understood why the woman had survived. She had been spared. There could be no other explanation—no one endured her father’s wrath.

      “You’re my grandmother,” Alana whispered.

      Her words finally drew a reaction from Enala. A tremor swept across the old woman’s face, anger replacing grief. “Never!” she snapped. “I know who you are now, girl. Your brother may be innocent, but you most certainly aren’t. How many young Magickers have you sent to their deaths? How many did you mind wash to do your father’s bidding? No, a monster like you will never be a grandchild of mine.”

      Alana smirked. “On that we can agree.”

      The old woman glared back. Fists clenched, she advanced a step. “What are you doing here, girl?” she spat. “Come to finish the Tsar’s dirty work?”

      At the mention of her father, Alana’s anger flared. Her hand dropped to her sword hilt. “What right do you have to judge me?” she growled. “The Tsar is your making. Everything he is, everything he’s done, it’s on you. If…if…” she stammered, unable to find the words to express her emotions.

      She closed her eyes, recalling the pain, the torment of a life spent in thrall of the Tsar, as the enforcer of his will. Even now, memories of her deeds brought Alana a thrill of joy, though they were tainted now with disgust from her other self, from the innocence she had freed when she chained away her own memories. The conflict bubbled within her, until she felt as though she might burst.

      “It’s all your fault!”  she screamed, her self-loathing taking voice.

      Weariness forgotten, Alana advanced across the clearing. The old woman watched her come, unmoving. Drawing to a stop, they faced off against one another. Alana flicked a glance at the dragon, wondering whether it might wake, but up close her earlier suspicions were proven true.

      The Gold Dragon was dead, its shining scales stained grey. One great eye hung half open, the vacant globe clouded white. Torn scales and blood seeped into the earth around it, and in its stomach a great gash had been scorched deep into its hide. She shuddered, and quickly returned her attention to Enala.

      Unnoticed, the old woman had crept forward until their faces were only an inch apart. Confronted by the woman’s crystal blue eyes, Alana stumbled back, her heart suddenly racing. A cold smile appeared on Enala’s lips.

      “If you think to stop me, girl, you had best keep your wits about you.”

      Alana clenched her fists. “I don’t answer to my father,” she hissed. “Go where you want, old woman.”

      “You think that’s an insult?” She laughed, the sound cold and absent of humour. “Ay, I’m old. I have lived a hundred years and more, seen things you could never comprehend. And I have survived them all. Cross me at your peril, girl.”

      Her cackling echoed between the trees like the whisper of some long dead spirit, raising the hackles on Alana’s neck. Finding herself lost for words, she said nothing, only stood and stared at the woman.

      Enala smirked. “A good choice, girl,” she said, then turned her back. “Now if we’re done here, I’m returning to Northland.”

      Without waiting for a reply, the old woman started around the still body of the fallen dragon. Alana watched her go, a lump lodged in her throat. An image rose from her memories, of her father towering over her with sword in hand. She heard her own pitiful cries for help as she stood alone against him, her sense of powerlessness, and her anger came rushing back.

      “That’s right!” she shrieked. “Go! Leave the rest of us to clean up your mess. Run, like the coward you are.”

      Enala froze at the edge of the clearing. Her face was pale as she looked back at Alana, her eyes wide and nostrils flaring. “What did you say?”

      “I said you’re a coward!” Alana shrieked, advancing. “You ran from your own son, left your nation, your people, your grandchildren alone to suffer under his reign. You could have stopped him, you and your brother, all those years ago, but you did nothing!”

      “You dare to lecture me, girl?” Enala hissed. “You, who joyed in enforcing your father’s laws, who wielded your power against those who could not defend themselves against it?”

      “I’m not the one running away.”

      “No?” Enala raised an eyebrow. “Then why are you here, in this faraway forest, instead of in Ardath, standing against your father?”

      Alana’s cheek twitched at the mention of her father, a wave of fear washing through her. She recalled his words back in the citadel, his plans to wipe away everything she was, to expunge her memories and consciousness, and create her anew with his powers. If he had his way, the small shred of good she had discovered within herself would be swept away, leaving only the cold, calculating woman she had become to protect her brother.

      Looking at the old woman, Alana saw the satisfied smirk she wore, and bristled. “I can’t stop him alone,” she snapped, “but I won’t let you abandon us, not again.”

      “Try and stop me,” Enala growled.

      Steel hissed against leather as Alana’s sword leapt into her hand. She lunged forward, the point spearing for the old woman’s throat. With a speed belying her age, Enala skipped sideways, and the blade cut only empty air. Carried forward by her momentum, Alana stumbled, her exhaustion returning with the rush of blood to her limbs.

      Swaying, she turned to follow the old woman, and barely managed to parry a thrust from Enala’s sword. The sharp shriek of steel on steel rang out across the clearing. Alana twisted her blade, slipping the point beneath the old woman’s guard and stabbing upward. But again, Enala was too quick, and her blow missed its target.

      Alana caught the crunch of twigs beneath boots as the old woman shifted behind her and hurled herself down. A hiss came from overhead as Enala’s blade cut the space where Alana’s head had been. Rolling, Alana came to her feet and spun back toward her grandmother. Face set, Enala strode towards her, blade raised for another blow.

      Instinctively, Alana reached for her magic, but there was only the slightest spark of green within. She cried out as she deflected another blow, its impact vibrating down the blade, almost tearing the sword from her grip.

      Her breath coming in desperate gasps, Alana switched her attack, seeking to break through the old woman’s guard and put an end to the fight. But weakened by blood loss and exhaustion, she was too slow. With each blow, her blade dipped lower, and finally Alana staggered to a stop, allowing the old woman to leap clear.

      “Is that all you have, girl?” Enala murmured.

      Blood rushed to Alana’s head as her face flushed with rage. Roaring, she threw herself forward. She lashed out with the last of her strength, aiming her sword for the old woman’s throat. Enala ducked beneath the blow, her shoulder crashing into Alana’s chest.

      Caught off-guard, Alana was hurled backwards. She staggered on the uneven forest floor, and her feet went out from underneath her. Alana’s breath hissed between her teeth as she struck the ground. Gasping, she tried to recover, but her limbs refused to obey her commands. She looked up in time to see a blade flashing towards her face.
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      The sun was high in the sky by the time the slanted rooftops of Onslow came into view. Standing on the forward rail of the ship, Quinn’s heart quickened at the sight. Behind him, the twenty-odd Stalkers he’d selected for this mission were preparing their mounts alongside the fifty soldiers that were to accompany them. Quinn remained where he stood, watching the village’s slow approach, already impatient to be underway. Beyond the docks of Onslow, the mountains of western Plorsea slashed the sky, seeming to tower over the land beyond the village.

      West, the Tsar had said, and Quinn had obeyed.

      That was where the Gold Dragon had fallen, struck down by the awesome power of the Sword of Light. The Tsar’s own powers still had not recovered from the battle the day before, when Devon, Enala and Eric had launched their assault on the throne room. They would return though, just as soon as the Magickers in the Tsar’s thrall recovered from the drain on their power.

      Fortunately for Quinn and the twenty Stalkers he’d chosen for their magic, they had long ago earned the Tsar’s trust. They had been spared the bracelets worn by most Magickers under the Tsar’s thrall, which allowed him to siphon off their magic at will. Quinn could still recall their stinging touch from his childhood—and his relief when he’d earned his lieutenant’s badge and been freed of them.

      Others though were not so lucky. During the assault, the Tsar had drawn on the collective power of his Magickers like never before, driving many to the point of exhaustion and collapse. Several had perished during the hours the battle raged. In the dungeons beneath the citadel, where renegade Magickers were imprisoned, they had died by the score.

      With his Magickers in the city drained, the Tsar had mounted his Red Dragon that morning and flown north to join the army as it marched. There, he would have the powers of his Battle Magickers to draw on, to defend their forces against any underhanded attacks the North might mount.

      That left Quinn and his Stalkers the task of tracking down his children. Quinn smiled at the thought of having Alana in his thrall once more. He had drained his own magic to save her life, only to have her betray him, leaving him to suffer her father’s wrath. In his mercy, the Tsar had spared him, but Quinn was still determined to make the girl pay. While there had been little word of her since she’d fled the citadel, he was confident wherever Braidon was to be found, his sister would not be far away.

      His smile faltered as he thought of the old woman who had escaped alongside the boy. The last time they had met, Enala had carved through his Stalkers like a wolf amongst sheep…

      He shook his head, dismissing memories of the slaughter. The twenty men and women
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