

    
        
          Twilight's Dominion

        

        
        
          The Broken Crown Saga, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Orlan Drake

        

        
          Published by Spectrum Quill, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      TWILIGHT'S DOMINION

    

    
      First edition. March 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Orlan Drake.

    

    
    
      Written by Orlan Drake.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Sign up for Orlan Drake's Mailing List

Also By Orlan Drake



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Thank you to Philip Ashley & Lynn Harvey for editing this book and for the many times that they read it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The wolf does not announce itself. It arrives wearing the face of the shepherd.
Caladornian Saying

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: ]Chapter 1

[image: ]


Ten weeks into the unforgiving Crownspine mountains and all that Lady Seraphina D’Argent, former Crown Warden to Prince Evander of Caladorn, had left of herself was a taste of metal at the back of her tongue and her sense of duty to complete Queen Evelina’s assignment. The road was long dead, scoured down to naked stone by centuries of winter winds. The map she’d been given had become a thing of irrelevance somewhere in the tangle of switchbacks three valleys ago. Even her sense of direction, once the pride of her father's diplomatic retinue, had warped under this endless blue sky, where every horizon repeated the same ridged teeth of mountains and the same bruised smudge of storm to the west.

Seraphina had never imagined a loneliness so complete. Even the horses seemed subdued by it. Her grey mare, Cassia, had grown sullen, and the chestnut gelding who bore her luggage and supplies followed with a trudge so dispirited that she sometimes feared he would simply fold himself to the ground and refuse to continue.

The mountainous Kingdom of Caladorn, by reputation, was iron-willed and parched of mercy, but the Crownspine mountains, further north than Caladorn, were even more hostile. She had left Armathor in the velvet black of night, when even the city’s famed crystal lanterns were guttering against the predawn cold. The Queen’s orders had been urgent and absolute: ride alone, avoid settlements, trust no one. Not even the supposed friends of Armathor, especially not those. The sole comfort Seraphina had allowed herself was to imagine, every night as she built her tiny fire from windblown twigs, what precisely awaited her at the coordinates that Queen Evelina had so precisely dictated. An outpost, perhaps, or a diplomatic relay. Some secret sanctuary, more cave than castle.

But the tenth week brought a silence so abrupt that Seraphina’s heart seized in her chest. Even the horses stopped, ears canted, as if straining to catch the signal of some ancient predator. She drew up her scarf, checking the dagger tucked at her hip, and turned Cassia slowly into the wind.

There was movement on the ridge. She saw it first as a ripple in the snowpack, then as a series of pale shapes cresting the horizon. The figures came on in absolute silence, fanning out across the trail with the efficiency of wolves. In a matter of seconds they had closed off her retreat and were sliding, almost bonelessly, down the talus to encircle her.

Their leader wore a helm that entirely concealed his face, its visor painted with a crude snarl of animal fangs. The others carried composite bows at the ready, arrows nocked, but pointed down—a gesture that managed to be both merciful and contemptuous at once. Seraphina drew Cassia to a halt and set her hands openly on the pommel, every muscle rigid with calculation.

“State your business,” the leader growled, voice rendered inhuman by the tin of his visor.

Seraphina debated, for perhaps two breaths, whether to attempt bluff or bravado. The bows decided the matter. “I am Lady Seraphina D’Argent, of Armathor,” she replied, “on a mission from Her Majesty Queen Evelina.

The leader turned, a lazy gesture that made mockery of her authority, and a snort went up among his lieutenants. “And your escort?”

“Was not permitted.” Seraphina kept her gaze level, though the blood pounded furiously in her ears. “I am to meet with a representative of the Riders, if you are such.”

The mention of the Riders produced a shift in the circle. The archers exchanged glances, some wary, some almost amused. The leader drew closer, boots crushing the shallow crust of snow.

“You speak too much for a courier,” he observed. “But too little for a spy.” He swept a gauntleted hand at her pack horse. “Open your satchel.”

She untied the travel case from the gelding, working fingers gone numb in the cold, and fished out the scroll tube. It was heavy, made of dark wood and brass, the wax seal untouched. She held it up so they could all see the sigil of Caladorn: a pair of crossed sabres over a seven-pointed star. There was a stillness, then a slow, careful release of tension among the archers as the leader nodded, almost respectful.

“Walk forward. Slowly,” he said. Two of the archers shadowed her, eyes flicking between the scroll and her face, measuring both.

They escorted her up the ridge, off the trail, through a section of scree so loose that even Cassia balked. For an hour, maybe more, they wound through impossible switchbacks and across narrow spines of rock, each step a new exercise in balance and terror. Finally, the leader raised his hand and the party halted at a narrow saddle between peaks.

Seraphina caught her breath, took a long swallow from her water skin, and paused as she noticed what lay beyond the saddle.

The city was carved into the living stone of the mountain’s interior, hidden from the world by both geometry and design. Terraced galleries spiralled down the inside face of a gigantic crater, studded with windows and fire-gleaming vents that gave the place an eerie, hive-like vibrance. Slender bridges of bone-white stone spanned the void between rocky spurs, connecting to massive towers whose roofs gaped open to the sky. Far below, at the crater's deepest point, a plaza of blue granite caught the light of a hundred lanterns, transforming it into a pool of shimmering stars.

She had never seen such a thing. She had never heard of such a thing. And yet, as she stood there, wind plucking at her cloak, Seraphina understood instantly, with a sick clarity, that Queen Evelina had always known.

They did not take her down the public steps. Instead, the archers led her along a narrow spiral cut into the stone, half-tunnel, half-balcony, with just enough space for one person and a horse at a time. The air grew colder with every turn, and the hum of unseen machinery, including bellows, pulleys, some kind of water-driven elevator, echoed from deep within the walls. At last they emerged onto a flagstoned platform where the leader, visor now up, gestured for her to dismount.

“Wait here,” he said, less threatening now. “You will be summoned.”

Seraphina did not ask how long. She untethered her gloves, flexed her hands, and tried not to shiver in the thin mountain air. The view from the platform was staggering; across the chasm, the terraces of the city glimmered with what looked like glass or ice, and tiny figures moved between the arcades.

A boy in a grey tunic arrived, bearing a tray of tea and something that looked like bread but tasted of cedar and salt. He smiled at her with a gentleness that belonged to another world. When she asked him his name, he merely gestured for her to drink.

Time stretched, then snapped back when the leader returned, flanked by two more guards in matching visors. “You will come,” he said.

The route through the city was a lesson in controlled revelation. The guards kept her slightly off the main walkways, never pausing long enough for the locals to get a good look at her. The few faces she did glimpse were striking: pale and sharp-featured, eyes the colour of blue glass, hair bound tightly in braids or plaits that bespoke a culture of both severity and discipline. She tried to catch snatches of conversation but the language, though not unfamiliar, was spoken in clipped, whispered tones that gave nothing away.

At the heart of the city, atop a flight of wide stone steps, waited a chamber whose entrance was flanked by two massive figures—statues, or perhaps suits of armour, impossible to tell. Inside, the ceiling arched so high she could not see its apex. The walls were inlaid with geometric mosaics of metallic blue and silver, and at the far end, seated on a dais of polished obsidian, was a woman who made even the grandeur of the room seem trivial.

Kaelara Stormwing was old, or perhaps seemed so because the air around her vibrated with the kind of authority that made age irrelevant. Her hair was a storm cloud of grey, bound into ropes that fell to her waist; her hands, resting on the arms of her chair, were marked with fine scars and the peculiar calluses of a swords-woman. Her gaze, when it found Seraphina, was both patient and pitiless.

“You carry a message from the Queen of Caladorn,” Kaelara said. The voice was a wind through old trees.

Seraphina felt herself bow, almost involuntarily. She knelt, produced the scroll, and held it out in both hands. Kaelara’s lieutenant, a man who looked as though he had been carved from the same granite as the mountain, took the scroll and broke the seal. He read, then passed the document to Kaelara, who read it twice before setting it down with deliberate care.

“You are not informed of its contents,” Kaelara said.

It was not a question, but Seraphina shook her head. “I am the Queen’s courier. She said my job was to arrive. Alive.”

There was the faintest quirk at the corner of Kaelara’s mouth, so brief that Seraphina doubted she’d seen it.

“Your Queen,” Kaelara said, “is clever.” She gestured to her lieutenant, who produced a second document, much older, written in the old script of Caladorn. “And she knows that we lack what you offer.”

Seraphina remained on one knee, afraid to move.

“You are Caladorn’s new Emissary,” Kaelara said, as if it were the most obvious truth in the world. “You will be housed among us, learn our tongue, and serve as the bridge your Queen demands.” She stood, and the air in the room seemed to contract. “You may rest tonight. Tomorrow you will begin your work. Welcome to Aerie Peak.”

Seraphina tried to speak, to ask what her work might be, but her voice failed her. The last ten weeks, the cold, the hunger, the uncertainty—it all pooled together and left her hollow as a dry well. Kaelara nodded, reading her silence as understanding.

“You are dismissed,” the storm-haired woman said. And Seraphina walked out of the chamber and into her new life, realising that Queen Evelina’s plans were more intricate, and more dangerous, than she had ever suspected.

*
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A CHILL RAN DOWN QUEEN Eloise's spine as she gazed upon the grand hall of Silverspire Castle, its torchlight haze barely piercing the tension that gripped every inch of the chamber. The laughter, a hollow echo of merriment, clashed with the whispers of suspicion and unease. Prince Evander, at her side, was an island of calm in the roiling sea of politics, his bright eyes revealing a tempest of thoughts hidden behind his composed façade.

"Lysandra Vale," he murmured softly, so only Eloise could hear. "Ambitious. A perfectionist. They say she takes notes on her notes."

Surrounded by nobles garbed in jewel-toned silks, they were all pieces on this elaborate chessboard, their fates balanced on a knife's edge as they awaited the arrival of the new Caladornian Ambassador - an enigmatic player whose presence would irrevocably alter the course of this delicate game of power.

Servants, in tunics of green and silver, glided between the revellers bearing trays laden with delicacies, smoked pheasant, cured fish glazed with cherry, confections that glittered like uncut gems. Now and again, a servant would linger too long near a particular knot of courtiers, eyes cast downward, ears no doubt pricked for gossip to be relayed to the kitchen staff, and beyond.

Eloise’s gaze drifted over the other nobles, each one a polished stone in a precarious mosaic. Auralias, the Court Mage, stood apart with a small constellation of followers orbiting his presence. His robes, a deep cerulean, shimmered with arcane threads that seemed to drink in the torchlight. Auralias had risen to prominence beyond court circles after his instrumental role in capturing the rogue mage responsible for King Leofic's assassination half a year earlier. The courtiers that now surrounding him, lesser mages and scholars by their attire, absorbed his every word with the attentiveness of acolytes.

Near the far end of the hall, Baron Gorgo loomed, a hulking figure more suited to a battlefield than a banquet. He wore his disdain like armour, exuding a blunt impatience that scattered lesser nobles in his path. Those who gathered near him, minor lords eager for favour, or merely bold enough to brave his temper, stayed just long enough to nod at his gruff proclamations before retreating to safer harbours.

Lord Merrow, the Spider of Southmere, flitted between groups with his usual dexterity, spinning webs of connection. His charm was well practised, his loyalty ever in question. Close by, she spotted Lord Voss, the Master of Protocol, his hawk-like gaze noting every impropriety, every lapse in etiquette.

The newcomers from Caladorn made a striking contrast against the Ardanthian elite. They wore their mountain-cut jackets with narrow, ceremonial sashes, sleeves tight at the wrists and collars crisp enough to slice the air. Some of them still bore the ruddy marks of wind and sun across their cheeks, as if eager to prove their worldliness against the pale, pampered faces of the host kingdom.

The hall quieted as the doors swung open. Lysandra Vale, the new Ambassador, entered with the very image of Caladornian restraint: tall, angular, her dark hair braided into a coronet above her severe brow. She walked with deliberate grace, crossing the hall to present herself and her credentials to the Queen. When she met Eloise’s eyes, she dipped her head, just so, enough to acknowledge, but never to supplicate. Eloise felt a flicker of respect and, beneath it, a hint of irritation.

Lady Lysandra’s appointment was a calculated move by Caladorn following the marriage of Prince Evander of Caladorn to Queen Eloise, as transparent as ice, and yet somehow already effective. Even the Queen’s most trusted advisors could not agree on whether the Ambassador’s true purpose was diplomacy, espionage, or provocation. Lysandra’s pale, unpainted lips never smiled; she had learned early that the ability to withhold warmth was power.

“Your Majesty,” Lysandra began, her voice a precise, unadorned instrument. She reached inside her jacket and drew forth a scroll, its seal a stark contrast of red wax against cream vellum. “My sovereign, King Hadrian, extends his greetings and assurances of friendship.” A flick of her wrist, and the scroll was in the hands of a waiting page, already moving toward the Queen. “He trusts that you will find my appointment acceptable.”

Eloise inclined her head, her smile a masterwork of diplomacy. “Ardanthia welcomes you, Lady Lysandra. Your presence is a testament to the strength of our bond.”

The page delivered the scroll with a bow, and Evander reached for it, breaking the seal with ease. The parchment crinkled as he unrolled it, his eyes scanning the dense script. Eloise watched him, noting the subtle tightening at the corners of his mouth.

“Impressive credentials,” he said, handing the scroll to Eloise with a flourish. “It seems Caladorn has spared no effort on Ardanthia’s behalf.”

“Indeed,” Eloise replied. “Our hopes for continued peace rest upon such dedication.”

Ambassador Zafir al-Nur offered a low, sardonic laugh from his place among the Nerathi delegation. “Let us hope the dedication is mutual,” he said, his tone as dry as ancient vellum.

Lysandra’s expression remained unchanged, though Eloise noted the slightest narrowing of her eyes. “It is comforting to find that all parties are well represented,” she replied, a subtle barb embedded in her politeness.

Evander leaned back, the tension in his posture easing into something like amusement. “I believe we’ll find much to discuss, Ambassador. Ardanthia is eager to benefit from your experience.”

“The eagerness is mutual,” Lysandra said, the chill of her words tempered by a hint of warmth, or was it calculation?

Before Eloise could ponder further, the evening’s rhythm was snapped in two by the sudden clangour of iron against iron, the great doors of the hall flung wide with a violence that sent cold drafts twirling across the marble. Torches guttered, scattering the gold-and-silver glow into ragged, uncertain shadows.

A man staggered across the threshold, flanked by two guards. His clothing was blackened, charred at the edges, and the skin on his face and hands was laced with fresh, angry burns. One of the guards, Captain Elira, Eloise realised, recognising the set of her jaw even from a distance, gripped the man’s arm with something between restraint and support. He lurched forward, stumbled to his knees, and the Queen saw the ashen streaks left behind on the polished floor.

He gasped for air as if he’d been drowning. When he looked up, his eyes were wide and red-rimmed, the whites almost obscured by panic and pain. “Your Majesty,” he rasped, voice raw. “Forgive... my intrusion.”

Every eye in the hall was on him. The nobles shrank away from the man’s ruined boots, their silks recoiling as if fire could leap from his flesh. Even Gorgo’s laughter was silent now.

Eloise indicated to her steward, who approached the dais with silent urgency. “Let him speak,” she said, and her words carried across the hush like the crack of a whip.

The messenger pressed his forehead to the ground. “Forgive me, Majesty. There was no time to send proper word.”

“Rise,” Eloise commanded, her voice gentle but unyielding. “Tell me what has happened.”

He dragged himself upright with help from Captain Elira, who knelt beside him, steadying his shaking frame. The Queen caught the Captain’s eye, a look of concern, but also a soldier’s assessment of the threat.

“We were patrolling to the East of Eldoria,” the man said. “At Willowford and the river towns. First, the crops went black, overnight. Then the animals, dead, or driven mad, attacking anything that moved. And then...” He trailed off, shuddering. “A monster. The like of which I have never seen.”

The Queen’s voice was ice, but it did not waver. “And the villagers?”

The messenger’s eyes filled with tears. “Gone, Majesty. The lucky ones fled. The rest...” He broke down, words lost to sobbing.

A sibilant wave of whispers raced through the court. Eloise heard fragments, “plague,” “sabotage,” “witchcraft”.

Lord Merrow spoke first, breaking protocol but matching the urgency of the moment. “Majesty, I can dispatch riders at once.”

“A waste,” Baron Gorgo interrupted, voice hoarse. “If the story is true, it would take an army to quell this. We should ready the city, post more men at the gates. I can have my own men here in...”

“Enough,” said Lord Voss, rising to his full height, cane tapping for silence. “Panic will not serve us. Let the Queen speak.”

Eloise stood and addressed the messenger directly. “You did right to come here. You will be cared for and your wounds seen to.”

She turned, surveying the hall. “We will not leap to superstition or rashness. Captain Elira, secure the east gate and send word to the city watch.”

The man on the floor wept with relief.

Eloise would not let old nightmares rule her kingdom. The true enemy was panic, and it was one she could outmanoeuvre.

“This is Ardanthia’s testing, and we will meet the test.”

The hall shuddered at the force of her words. The wolves were still hungry, but for now, they would howl at her command.

The silence following the Queen’s decree lasted a heartbeat. Baron Gorgo shattered it, boots thunderous as he stormed to the centre of the hall, his face purpled with fury.

“This is what comes of weakening our defences to appease Caladorn!” he bellowed, his finger jabbing toward Lysandra Vale like a dagger. “We open our gates to strangers, and within a year, our fields are ash and our villages gone!”

A current of approval rippled through his followers, several young knights pounding their fists to the rhythm of his words. Other courtiers flinched at the breach of protocol, glancing to Lord Voss for reprisal. The old master of etiquette’s face remained stony, though his fingers danced along the silver head of his cane with restless energy.

Lysandra did not recoil. She drew herself up, her voice slicing through the tumult with surgical precision. “Baron Gorgo, Caladorn has stood ready to help Ardanthia for three generations. Every time the wilds have risen, our blood has run first to protect your borders. You know nothing of what struck, and you insult your Queen by using it to score points.”

Gorgo spat onto the marble. “You have a quick tongue for a guest, Lady Vale. Perhaps too quick.”

“And you have a slow wit for a baron, yet here we are,” Lysandra returned, the faintest smile touching her lips. Her eyes never left Eloise’s, as if to say: see, I am not afraid.

The court split, some echoing Gorgo’s blame in angry whispers, others bristling at the open insult to both guest and Queen. The ambassador from Nerathis watched, arms folded, weighing the outcome like a merchant at a bazaar. Lord Merrow hovered nearby, face carefully neutral but eyes glinting with opportunity.

It was Prince Evander who tried to bridge the rift. He moved with a dancer’s grace to stand beside Lysandra, offering her his arm in silent solidarity before addressing the hall. “Baron Gorgo speaks from fear, not reason. If calamity strikes, we must stand together, not tear each other down.”

Gorgo’s lip curled. “Easy for a foreigner to say, your home is untouched.”

Evander’s smile did not falter, though a line of muscle flickered along his jaw. “I now call Ardanthia home. And I will defend it as fiercely as any native son.”

A low growl rose from Gorgo’s faction, but Eloise raised her hand, commanding the floor with a gesture that brooked no delay. Though her face was composed, her fingers trembled on the rail, whether from rage or resolve, none could tell.

“Enough,” she said. “We will not descend into blame while our people suffer. The blight and attack in the east will be investigated by those I trust most, without prejudice or preconception.” She swept the room with her gaze: Gorgo, Lysandra, Merrow, Voss, Evander, even Lady Veyra, who stood beside her like a patient shadow. “Sir Cedric and Master Tomas will go with Captain Elira at first light. They will return with truth, not rumour.” 

The Baron’s protest died in his throat. Voss offered a clipped bow, then began scribbling names and orders to a waiting page. Merrow whispered swiftly to a companion, then faded back into the crowd. Lysandra dipped her head to Eloise in acknowledgement, but did not look at Gorgo again.

The messenger stood, aided now by two guards. The relief on his face was plain, though he wobbled on his feet. Eloise nodded to Captain Elira, who guided him gently out of the hall and toward the healers’ chambers.

The courtiers fell to murmurs, the immediate threat of violence receding but the tension still sharp as the aftertaste of metal. Eloise watched her subjects: the way Gorgo’s jaw ground in sullen anticipation, the flash of triumph in Veyra’s eyes, the exhaustion in Evander’s posture, the rigid dignity of Lysandra’s retreat.

She looked up to the banners overhead, lions and moons, both bearing the shadow of fire now, and knew that this night had not broken Ardanthia, but it had marked it. There would be no more certainty, only vigilance.

She turned to Veyra, who leaned close. “Majesty, you handled them beautifully.”

Eloise almost laughed. “Handling wolves is simple. It’s the sheep you have to watch.”

Veyra’s answering smile was all teeth. “That’s why you wear the crown.”

The Queen let the hall fill with speculation and fear and plans. She would have no sleep tonight, nor for many nights to come, but she would not show it. In the cold stone of Silverspire, strength was measured by the ability to stand through any storm, and to command the wind, when possible.

Queen Eloise rose from her throne, a solitary figure against the blaze of dying torches. The nobles watched, waiting for the next move. In their eyes, she saw uncertainty, hunger, fear. But she also saw, at last, respect.

And in her heart, a spark: not hope, but a will to shape what came next.
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Sir Cedric Blackthorn's footsteps rang out along the corridors of Silverspire Castle, each one snatched up and flung back by stone walls older than the kingdom itself. He ran, cloak clutched at the throat, body propelled less by urgency than by the invisible hand of duty, which had a way of never quite letting go. Torches guttered on their brackets overhead, flaring as he passed, casting wavering shadows that danced across banners and the grim, knowing faces of long-dead monarchs lining the corridor.

He reached the third landing and took the spiral stairs two at a time, legs burning from the exertion. At the landing above, a figure cut across his path, her stride as purposeful as his own. Elira, Captain of the Guard, looked as if she’d been roused from sleep by the summons; her eyes shone with irritation but also a fierce, predatory alertness. She did not break stride as she turned into the hallway alongside him.

"Sir Cedric," she barked, barely glancing his way. "You too?"

"The Queen’s command," Cedric said, voice steady despite his breathlessness. His lisp was a thing he’d learned to corral into obedience, especially around those who might be tempted to dismiss him for it. He kept his eyes straight ahead, fixed on the black oak door at the corridor’s end.

At the next corner, they nearly collided with another figure, this one smaller, his frame cloaked in academic black with a sheen of midnight blue at the collar. Tomas, the scholar, blinked owlishly at them through steel-rimmed spectacles, a sheaf of notes already in hand.

"Did they tell you why?" Tomas hissed, falling into step with the pair. "I was in the midst of reconstructing..."

"If Her Majesty calls you, you go," Elira cut in, her tone brooking no argument.

Together, the three of them closed the distance to the Queen’s private study. Cedric drew a measured breath, composing his features into the mask of calm he wore for such occasions. The two guards at the door, resplendent in green and silver, nodded him through without a word.

The study’s doors swung inward to admit them, and for a moment Cedric’s senses reeled. The atmosphere was thick with frankincense and the bite of some resin he could not name; the torchlight here was subdued, filtered through gauzy curtains and casting the chamber in a perpetual dusk. At the far end, Queen Eloise herself presided at a desk of riverstone, quill in hand and a single candle burning low before her. Beside her stood Auralias the Court Mage, his robe shimmering faintly even in the wan light. Lady Veyra occupied a chaise nearby, posture relaxed but eyes far from idle, and by the hearth, Prince Evander stood with one arm braced against the mantel, gaze fixed on the flames as if divining augury from their motion.

The Queen set down her quill, folded her hands with deliberate care, and surveyed the newcomers.

"Thank you for coming on such brief notice," she said, her voice the calm at the eye of a storm.

Tomas executed a nervous bow; Elira gave a martial nod; Cedric inclined his head, not trusting his throat just yet. He noticed how Evander straightened at their arrival, eyes flicking over each of them with something like relief, or perhaps suspicion. The prince was a man who played his emotions as one might play an unfamiliar instrument: often, but never quite in tune.

Eloise gestured to the seats arrayed before her desk. "We have little time, so I will be brief. You are here because I trust you, and because what I am about to say will not leave this room until I say so. Is that understood?"

Cedric met her gaze and nodded. Elira and Tomas murmured assent.

"Good," Eloise said. She reached for a folder and opened it, revealing a map of the eastern provinces, heavy with hastily inked notations.

"You are already aware of the attacks in the villages," she began, her words clipped but precise. "What you do not know is that they are escalating. Last night, three more settlements vanished, no survivors, nothing left but the bones of livestock and the stench of burnt air."

Tomas made a strangled sound. Elira gripped the arms of her chair until the leather creaked. Cedric felt the dread building in him.

"We received a report," Eloise continued, "of a figure seen at the last village, gone before anyone could approach. At the same hour, the castle received a message from an anonymous source warning that our court has been infiltrated by agents from the League of the Moon."

The Queen paused, letting the name hang like an axe over the assembled company. Cedric had read the reports. The League was spoken of in the same breath as plague, as if mere mention could conjure disaster.

Elira cleared her throat. "You believe the League is real and responsible for the attacks?"

"I do not believe in coincidence," Eloise replied. "And I believe in you. That is why you are being sent. Quietly. Without the full machinery of state. We cannot afford panic, not with the court in its current... state."

"Will we have access to the Guard?" Elira asked.

"You may take who you trust," the Queen answered, "but not enough to draw notice. Speed and discretion. That is all."

Tomas shifted in his chair, folding his notes into a square. "What are we to do if we find evidence of League involvement? Are we authorised to detain or... remove... suspects?"

Eloise regarded him with the faintest hint of amusement. "I trust your judgment, Master Tomas, but you are not to start a war unless you have no other option. I want information above all. Bring me proof, not just bodies."

Cedric looked to the side, noting how Auralias watched the exchange with the serene detachment of a man at prayer. The Mage’s eyes were unsettling: a deep indigo, bordering on black.

Auralias spoke then, his voice soft but carrying. "It may be prudent for me to accompany the investigation. If there are traces of old magic at each scene, I could attempt to unravel it."

Evander, who had been silent until now, pushed off from the hearth. "If the Queen allows it, I would also join. It is my belief that this is not merely an external threat. The talk of infiltration are too... convenient."

Eloise smiled, the expression more tragic than joyful. "I thought you might say so, Evander, but no. Your absence would draw too much attention, and we cannot have that. This group must be small and unseen. Take whatever tools you require, but remember: not even the castle staff are to know your true purpose."  

Cedric inhaled slowly, the heady frankincense coating his tongue. The Queen had summoned them for good reason, this exact team had delivered results before when discretion mattered most.

"Before you go," she handed them a piece of parchment, "These are the villages we know were attacked.”

Cedric looked down the names with shock. “Oakvale isn’t far from here!”

“If you need anything further. Speak now."

Tomas raised a hand, fingers twitching. "If I may, Your Majesty, I would like to request the services of an informant. The old city is a tangle, and without someone who knows the streets..."

Cedric interrupted, voice steady. "Ryn. She is the best there is. I would trust her over any of the constabulary."

Elira snorted, but did not disagree.

Auralias frowned. "You mean to enlist a gutter-rat on a mission of such sensitivity? Her loyalty is a function of gold and threat."

"Or you could let her be my responsibility," Cedric said, steel in his tone.

Auralias inclined his head, the movement almost feline. "As you wish. But understand, I will not be held accountable for any... leakage."

Lady Veyra, who had until now watched in silence, offered a thin smile. "There is value in unpredictability, Mage. Sometimes the wind that brings the fire is the only one that can put it out."

Evander smothered a laugh and masked it as a cough. The Queen’s eyes lingered on each of them in turn, weighing, measuring.

"Go," she said at last. "You leave before the city wakes. Report to me, and only me, at the first sign of progress."

The group stood as one. Elira offered a crisp salute; Tomas bowed with less ceremony but more sincerity. Cedric, last to turn, caught the Queen’s eye one final time and saw there not the steel of a sovereign, but the haunted vigilance of someone who knew that the true war was always fought in shadows.

Outside the study, the corridors seemed narrower, the air cooler. Cedric walked with Elira and Tomas in silence. At the next corridor, Auralias caught up, the Mage’s movements so smooth they seemed to ripple.

"Sir Cedric," Auralias said, falling in at his side. "A moment, if you please?"

Cedric nodded, and the others moved ahead, their voices receding.

"You do not like me," Auralias said, words flat but not unkind. "That is acceptable. But you should know: there are powers in this game far older than the League, if they truly exist, or the Queen, or even Ardanthia itself. If you see something, if you feel something, out of place, bring it to me before you speak of it elsewhere."

Cedric met the Mage’s gaze, those painted eyes boring into him. "Is that an order?"

"It is advice," Auralias replied, tucking a lock of silver hair behind one ear. "I would rather we not be surprised."

With that, the Mage turned and was gone, his footsteps somehow silent even on the ancient flagstones.

Cedric watched him go, the incense still sharp in his nostrils, and considered all that had passed in so brief a span. He would have to find Ryn, and quickly. But even as his mind turned to logistics, a single, unwelcome thought pressed in: If even half of what Eloise feared was true, then the bones of livestock in the east would be nothing compared to what awaited the heart of the kingdom.

*
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THE CITY OF ELDORIA breathed in layers as the night pressed down, each neighbourhood exhaling its own peculiar miasma: the tang of rendered tallow from the chandlers’ quarter, the heady mix of singed sugar and rot from the distilleries, the coppery blood-stink that always lingered near the slaughterhouse canal. Sir Cedric led the way, boots muffled by the filth-smudged snow lining the gutters, his cloak pulled close and his senses tuned to every motion.

Captain Elira marched at his side, her scale armour hidden under a heavy oilskin, one hand perpetually hovering near the hilt of her short sword. She moved like someone accustomed to enemies behind every door, but not above stepping through first. Tomas lagged a pace behind. To the casual observer, they might have looked like any other trio of city wanderers, too intent on their own business to invite trouble. Cedric knew better. Here, in the city’s outer ring, trouble had a way of inviting itself.

Their destination was the Rusty Dagger, a tavern so notorious even the constabulary preferred to let its denizens police themselves. Cedric had been here once, on a case that ended with three dead and a tip paid in teeth, but the place looked unchanged: the door still hung from its top hinge, the windows were slotted with yellow wax in lieu of glass, and above the warped threshold a signboard swung, its dagger motif mostly concealed by decades of bird droppings.

Inside, the room was full of pipe smoke and the fermented exhalations of a hundred unwashed men. Candle stubs guttered in greasy sconces; the floorboards had the give of old bread, and the furniture looked scavenged from a dozen prior taverns and never repaired since. Most of the clientele huddled in their own shadows, muttering over tin mugs, but a few pairs of eyes tracked the newcomers with reptilian interest.

It did not take long to find Ryn. She sat at a corner table, back to the wall and hat tipped at a slant, a deck of cards fanned before her. She was as Cedric remembered: small, wiry, her hair cropped close, her hands moving with the restless, unconscious grace of a street kid who’d outlasted her luck one time too many. The three men she played against were local colour, faces Cedric recognised from wanted posters, their knuckles as scarred as their reputations. A mound of coins and crumpled script sat between them, and each bet landed as a threat.

Cedric gestured for Tomas to watch the main door and took a position at the bar. Elira, never one for subtlety, leaned against a support beam and fixed her gaze on Ryn’s table, letting her presence be felt as a warning. Cedric waited, watching the play unfold.

Ryn won a hand, collected her winnings, and flashed a smile so false it might as well have been a snarl. One of the men grunted and spat on the floor. Another palmed a card up his sleeve, sure that no one noticed. The third, bigger, with a blue crescent tattooed on his cheek, kept his gaze locked on Ryn, his hands perfectly still.

Cedric saw the turn of events even before the cards came out. Ryn played a queen, swept the pot, and the tattooed man’s eyes flicked to the sleeve of her jacket, just for a heartbeat. He reached beneath the table, slow, deliberate, and Ryn tensed, all pretence of carelessness gone.

"Easy, Gorran," Ryn said, voice steady. "No one’s here to cheat you out of a fortune, unless you count your last three wives."

The tattooed man, Gorran, smiled with all his teeth. "You run lucky, little bird. Unnaturally lucky."

The third man, smaller but with hands like meat hooks, pulled his own knife and set it gently on the tabletop. The room’s background noise ebbed as every patron tracked the developing scene.

Cedric broke cover, moving toward the table with a careful, measured stride. "She’s not cheating," he announced, voice pitched to carry just far enough. "You’d have caught her by now if she was."

All three men froze, as did Ryn. She looked up, recognition flaring, then masked it behind a gambler’s blankness.

Gorran did not move. "What’s it to you, officer?"

"I’m not here as an officer," Cedric said, spreading his hands to show them empty. "But I am here for her." He nodded at Ryn. "You can finish your game, or you can deal with me. You know my reputation."

Gorran considered. "The Queen’s man, with the sissy voice?" He laughed, harsh and humourless. "We’ve heard of you. They say you eat your own words, then spit them up for evidence."

Cedric smiled. "That’s one way to put it. Or you could just let the lady go, and save yourself an evening in the cells."

Ryn used the moment. She slipped her hand under the pile of cards, palming several in one motion, then flicked her wrist. Cedric caught the glint of steel as she produced a slender blade, but instead of brandishing it, she let it tumble to the floor and kicked it across the boards to land at Cedric’s feet.

"Not cheating," Ryn said, eyes flicking to Cedric with the faintest grin. "Just fast."

The third man moved, lunging at Ryn, but Elira closed the gap in two strides. She slammed his head to the table with a crunch, then pivoted to Gorran, whose hand finally emerged holding a battered dagger. Elira’s sword was already at his throat.

"Not in my city," she said, her voice so flat it was almost a caress.

Tomas, meanwhile, blocked the rear exit as the barman ducked out of sight, probably to alert someone worse than the law.

Chaos erupted. Gorran toppled the table and made for the door, but Cedric tripped him with a well-timed kick. Ryn rolled with the collapse, scooping up her winnings and tucking them into her jacket. The man with the broken nose groaned into the sticky surface of the table, leaving a pool of blood and ale. In less than ten seconds, the brawl was over, and the other patrons watched with rapt, predatory fascination.

Ryn dusted herself off and met Cedric’s eye, her mouth quirking. "You always show up when things get interesting. Or is it the other way around?"

"Both, usually," Cedric said, offering a hand to help her up. She ignored it and jumped to her feet instead.

He kept his voice low. "Need a word, outside."

She glanced at Elira, who wiped her blade clean and stared down the locals. "I see you brought muscle. And the scribe. This must be important."

Cedric nodded. "You’ll want to hear it. And if you don’t, you’ll want to run far and fast."

Ryn considered, then jerked her chin toward a door behind the bar. "There’s a way out through the kitchens. Less likely to draw a crowd."

They moved in a tight pack, Tomas glancing over his shoulder every few steps, Elira’s hand never leaving her sword. The kitchen was deserted, the remnants of someone’s late supper still bubbling on the stove. Ryn led them through a larder, past casks of brined fish and a stack of flour sacks, and out a side door.

After a quick jog through a couple of passages, they emerged into the hush of a side alley three streets from the Dagger, the noise of the tavern now a muted smear behind them. A shattered lantern, still warm, lay in the gutter by Cedric’s boot; he nudged it aside as he led the group deeper into the cold.

Ryn leaned against the damp brick, arms folded, chin lifted in the posture of someone who refused to be cornered even when cornered. Her breath fogged the air as she glared from Cedric to the others and back again.

"Start talking," she said, her tone low and brittle. "You drag me out of a sure thing for what, exactly? If this is about that business with the consulate..."

Elira cut her off with a snort. "No one cares about the consulate, Ryn. Least of all us. We’ve got bigger problems."

Cedric gestured for Tomas to stay back, then stepped closer so Ryn wouldn’t have to shout. "Three villages on the eastern road are gone. Vanished. Not bandits, something worse."

Ryn considered, lips pressed tight. "Worse how?"

"No survivors," said Cedric. "No livestock, no bodies. Just ash and empty houses. Queen wants it quiet, so it’s just us."

Ryn’s gaze flicked to Elira, then Tomas, then back to Cedric. "Why me?"

Cedric smiled, thin and genuine. "Because you’re faster than the Watch. And because if there are whispers to be heard, you’ll hear them before they even know they’re making noise."

Ryn’s face worked through a handful of emotions: scepticism, amusement, fear. "And payment?"

"A Royal Writ," Tomas blurted, eager to be included. "Signed, sealed, delivered, gets you out of any charge, so long as you stick with us until the end."

"And if I walk away?"

Cedric shrugged. "Then you walk. But if you help us, you walk away clean."

She let the silence hang, then spat into the slush. "Fine. I’m in."

Elira nodded. "Let’s move."

They cut through the city’s back passages, keeping to the shadows, navigating by memory and instinct. Cedric watched for tails, but the streets were empty except for the usual lurkers and the occasional flash of a lamplighter’s pole. The snow had let up, but a freezing fog crept in from the river, softening the world into greys and half-silhouettes.

Tomas shivered, clutching his notebook, and kept glancing over his shoulder at something Cedric could not see. They crossed a square flanked by shuttered market stalls, and Tomas sidled up to Cedric, voice barely above a whisper.

"Is it always like this out here at night?"

"No. Normally it’s worse."

Ryn’s voice drifted back from the lead. "We’re being watched. Two blocks back, roofline to your left."

Cedric paused at a fountain frozen in mid-burst. He scanned the eaves but saw nothing. Still, he trusted Ryn’s paranoia. He motioned for the group to quicken pace.

They made it to the city gates before dawn, the sky just starting to bleed from black to bruised purple. Waiting for them, as promised, was Auralias. The Mage looked as if he had never left the Queen’s study: robe immaculate, skin untouched by the cold, a single lantern beside him illuminating the ground in a perfect circle.

He had procured horses, five of them, sturdy and sure-footed, and loaded with supplies. Ryn’s eyes widened at the sight of them, but she said nothing.

Auralias greeted them with a small bow, his eyes unreadable. "You are late."

Cedric mounted, then turned to Auralias. "We had complications."

"Complications are the nature of your work," the Mage replied. "Shall we?"

They rode out in silence, the fog swallowing them within a hundred yards of the walls. Cedric took point, Elira rode rear guard, and Tomas muttered to himself as he flipped through his notes. Ryn kept to the middle of the group, every muscle tense, her eyes constantly scanning the horizon.

Auralias rode apart from them, always just outside the reach of their voices. When Tomas tried to start a conversation about magical phenomena, the Mage shut it down with a single look.

They vanished into the mist, each rider carrying a private dread of what awaited them beyond.
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Chapter 3
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The last sun of the day clung low behind the trees as the company of five reached Oakvale, the ruined village crouched in a hollow of barren, blackened earth. The fog that had followed them from Eldoria dissipated at the outskirts as if refusing to cross the boundary, leaving a clarity that stung the eyes and exposed every gnarled horror in the exposed village. The snow here had melted to dirty slush, crusted in black veins, and the only sound was the dull scrape of hooves against frozen mud and the ragged, echoing breaths of the horses.

Sir Cedric dismounted first. He landed lightly, barely disturbing the ash that had drifted into shallow dunes against the fence rails and eaves. He stood for a long moment, observing the village as it unfolded before him: houses slumped like half-collapsed corpses, charred and slanting. Smoke stains streaked the stonework, but no smoke itself rose; whatever fire had been here, it had devoured everything and left nothing alive. The windows of the houses gaped empty, the glass melted into hard droplets on the sills.

Auralias the Mage followed, sliding from his mount with the unhurried grace of one whose body was more suggestion than flesh. He did not look at the destruction. Instead, he gazed skyward, indigo eyes searching the pale, empty sky. A fine crust of soot dusted his boots as he landed, and for once, his shimmering robes failed to distinguish themselves from the ruin.

Elira swung off her horse with a soldier’s efficiency, eyes immediately scanning for points of cover and possible ambush. Her jaw was set, the old scar livid along her face. She walked a slow circle around the animals, hand brushing the hilt of her sword, as if expecting the blackened remains to leap up and attack.

Tomas lingered, knuckles white around the reins of his gelding, a sickly fascination painting his features. He squinted through his spectacles at the devastation, muttering equations or invocations under his breath. When he finally descended, it was in a jerky, halting movement, like a man disembarking from a fever dream.

Ryn, for her part, dropped to the ground and immediately crouched, scooping up a pinch of ash. She let it sift through her fingers, then looked up with the expression of a child who’d seen a familiar street corner rendered unrecognisable by a flood. She did not speak, but her eyes darted everywhere, cataloguing avenues of escape and hidden vantage points with animal precision.

Cedric snapped his fingers, the report sharp in the dead air. “Circle and secure,” he ordered, voice slicing through the company’s stunned silence. “Elira, with Tomas. Perimeter. Log all tracks, any signs of recent passage. Ryn, survivors, interview, but do not harass. Prioritise anyone with burns or abnormal injuries. Auralias, with me.” 

Elira saluted, and without waiting for Tomas to gather his wits, stalked toward the cluster of houses at the rear of the green. Her boots left clean prints in the ash. Tomas hurried after, slipping once, but righted himself with a muffled curse. Ryn drifted off at an angle, moving in a zigzag pattern as she scanned the wreckage for signs of life.

Cedric turned to Auralias. “Let’s start with the main storehouse.”

He led the Mage through the ankle-deep ash, noting how the wind seemed not to reach them here. Even their footsteps landed with unnatural quiet, each one sinking into the dead gray. As they passed a broken fence, Cedric paused to examine a length of burned timber. The end was not charred so much as glazed, the wood fused into a glassy, resinous knot. He made a note, tore a splinter free, and tucked it into his satchel.

“Why glass?” he asked, mostly to himself.

Auralias cocked his head. “Some fires burn hotter than others. Some are not fire at all.”

Cedric grunted, filing away the non-answer. “The Queen thinks the League is involved. If they exist, and have worked in the shadows all this time, then why this level of destruction.” 

“Perhaps they want to be seen.” 

They found the storehouse. Its front had collapsed inward, the entire roof pancaked onto the granary floor. One wall had splintered outward, scattering sacks of wheat across the street where the grains mixed with ash in a parody of snowdrifts. Cedric circled the ruin, eyes hunting for pattern and sense.

At the corner, he stopped dead. Halfway up the surviving wall, three massive gouges scored the boards, each groove wider than his palm, the edges peeled back in splinters that gleamed silver in the dying light.

“Not axe marks,” Cedric said. “Not even a bear would reach this high, or cut so clean.”

Auralias stepped closer, laying a hand upon the boards. He closed his eyes and the air around his fingers seemed to blur, the edges of reality wavering. When he opened his eyes, they burned brighter than before.

“No magic here,” he murmured. “Not now. But something lingered, a touch of old blood, older than this wood.”

Cedric marked the spots in his notebook, drawing the marks to scale. “Then whatever did this had a plan. Or a hunger.” He glanced at the surrounding houses. “No bodies. Not even livestock. Why bother to incinerate the whole place if it’s already empty?”

The Mage did not reply. Instead, he stepped inside the collapsed frame, boots raising no dust at all, and scanned the dark. Cedric hesitated before following; he’d seen enough burned ruins to know the dangers, but the silence here felt more malignant than any structural risk.

Inside, the storehouse was cold, the faint light from the open wall illuminating fallen beams and a few lumps of unidentifiable matter. Cedric knelt beside one and prodded it with a gloved finger. It collapsed into ash at the slightest touch, no blood, no bone, just the faintest outline of what might have once been a rat or a sparrow. He searched for larger remnants, but nothing presented itself.

Outside, a sharp cry startled them. Cedric spun, drawing his short sword, and was through the open wall in a breath. At the edge of the green, a hunched figure staggered between the houses, clutching his head. Ryn intercepted him, one hand on her blade, the other outstretched in a gesture of peace.

Cedric waved to Auralias, then strode quickly toward the commotion. As he neared, he heard the man’s voice, raw and stuttering.

“...came from nowhere, I saw...I saw...” 

Ryn steadied the man by the shoulders. “Easy. You’re safe. Start over, but slower.”

The man’s eyes were wild, his skin marked by deep red burns along the cheek and neck. He shook with the effort of speech. “It wasn’t fire. It wasn’t. I heard the sound. Gods, the sound...”

Cedric knelt in front of him, keeping his tone measured. “Your name?”

The man blinked. “Osrik. I was in the root cellar when it started.”

Cedric nodded. “What did you see?”

Osrik’s gaze flitted between Cedric and Ryn, searching for lies. “First I heard,” he repeated, “like all the hounds in hell, but bigger. Something came, then nothing, heat and smoke, and then nothing.”

Auralias arrived, looming behind Cedric with a blank, unreadable expression. “Did you see where it went?”

Osrik shook his head. “I crawled out after. There were voices, but nobody left. Just...” He gestured at the ruin.

Cedric thanked him, then motioned for Ryn to take Osrik aside and

























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
N e o
T EEINNEEEDERERCOVCOON W W\

O
rake

THE BROKEN CROWN SAGA
BOOK TWO

» TWILIGHT'S §

DOMINI

e

e T I A 7
\(:ﬁc\,\.\\\.\w\\ﬁv&a:\)k%o ) ) oy () )

\% = W\ % ool e SWI = mv/
"= — - == >
~\z - /== e I8 i FZ B P






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
southmond oataich

s Sy

nerathis





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





