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Prologue
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A cloaked figure, draped in black with a hood shadowing his eyes, surveyed the cave. The air was warm and dry–perfect for the Ritual. His black boots crushed brittle leaves on the cavern floor as rain thundered outside, relentless, as if the gods themselves mourned. His yellow eyes flickered with feverish intensity. He beckoned to his companion, claw-like hands tipped with long, dirt-brown nails.

A second figure entered, taller and broader, his presence filling the cave. Behind him, a third–shorter, younger–slipped in, eyes darting with suspicion.

“Come on,” the first man snapped, waving an impatient arm. His scowl left no doubt: patience was not his virtue. “We don’t have all night. If we’re going to finish the Ritual before dawn, we need to move. Darren, stop dragging your feet.”

Darren halted, anger flashing in his eyes. “Kryan, don’t talk down to me. I chose to be here, remember?”

Kryan’s lips twitched, almost a smile. Chose? He remembered Darren as a four-year-old, snatched from his village a decade ago. The boy’s training had been brutal. Volunteer? Hardly.

Gallan, the big man, moved with reverence, placing candles around the cave. His brow furrowed in concentration. Soon, a gentle glow revealed scarred walls, boulders scattered across the floor, and dark recesses where even the light seemed to hesitate.

Kryan appreciated Gallan’s silence–he preferred action over empty words. He inhaled the dry air, thick with the dust of centuries. This cave was ancient, perfect for summoning the dead. Gallan handed Kryan a knife–silver, with a hilt inlaid with gold wire. Costly, but Ryoch demanded nothing less. Kryan gripped the weapon and turned to Darren, tension crackling in the air.

Darren’s hands trembled, his brown eyes darting with uncertainty. The bravado he’d shown earlier had vanished, leaving him looking every bit his fourteen years.

“Your shaol is strong, Darren. There’s nothing to fear,” Kryan said, his voice edged with a subtle reproach, reining in the younger man.

Darren’s fear flickered out, replaced by a spark of anger. “I told you, old man,” he snapped, his voice sharp. “Watch your tone, or you’ll be the one on the ground, not me.”

Kryan almost laughed, but kept it inside. He exchanged a knowing glance with Gallan–Darren’s training had been excellent. Arrogance would push him exactly where they wanted. Arrogance, and his faith in Ryoch.

“My apologies, Darren. You’re right. I overstepped,” Kryan said, bowing slightly, the gesture just shy of mockery. “Come here. Kneel.”

Darren’s eyes narrowed, rebellion simmering beneath the surface.

“Don’t worry. You’re not kneeling to me,” Kryan continued, his tone softer but no less commanding. “Can’t you feel it? The presence in this cave?”

For the first time, Darren’s gaze swept the cavern. He seemed to sense its ancient power, and a look of reverence crossed his face.

“He’s here?” Darren asked, his voice suddenly small, almost childlike. “Here with us?”

“Ask your shaol what it sees,” Kryan said. “You’ll get a better answer from the spirit world than from me.”

Darren didn’t close his eyes–he didn’t need to. In truth, Kryan felt a flicker of fear at the strength of Darren’s bond with his shaol. Given time, the boy would be powerful. But the experiments had to continue. If Drachar was to be served, he needed an army–an army of invincible warriors, stronger even than the Priests of Ryoch. Ryoch, a god in name only, created to serve a greater one: Drachar. Until the time was right for Drachar’s return, his name would remain a secret among the trusted. Ryoch would suffice for now–a convenient lie, nothing more, nothing less.

Darren’s eyes hardened, as if he was seeing something beyond the cave. Kryan felt a chill crawl down his spine–something was wrong. He reached for his shaol, the connection faint but present, warning him of danger he couldn’t name. Fear surged through him as he scanned the cave’s shadowy corners, searching for the evil he sensed lurking, ready to burst forth like a plague.

Kryan broke the silence, voice low. “Stay alert. Something’s not right.”

Darren’s jaw clenched. “You think I don’t know that?” His words were sharp, but his bravado was slipping.

Kryan ignored the retort, focusing on the ritual. He knew they were playing with fire–imps, demons, devils. One mistake, and his soul would be damned forever.

Suddenly, Kryan felt the weight of his years. His hand, gripping the ornate knife, looked frail and wrinkled. Mortality pressed in on him, and for a moment, his fear of death eclipsed everything else. He clung to life with desperate intensity, wondering why the threat felt so close.

Darren dropped to his knees, eyes wide with reverence–almost worship. Kryan stiffened, uneasy that Darren might see his fear. A smile crept across the youth’s face, unsettling in its confidence.

Kryan straightened his shoulders, glancing at Gallan for reassurance. But Gallan’s face was unreadable, his heavy brows and long fringe shadowing his eyes. He might as well have been carved from stone.

Darren’s smile twisted into something feral. Kryan, cornered by the unknown, defaulted to what he knew best–bullying and tyranny.

“Here, take the knife,” Kryan said, his voice low and urgent as he pressed the weapon into Darren’s hand. For a moment, both men’s fingers lingered on the hilt, the cold metal a silent promise between them. Kryan’s gaze flicked to Gallan. “Do you have the cloak, the belt, and the scabbard?”

Gallan nodded, silent as ever. Kryan wished, just once, that Gallan would speak–anything to break the tension that pressed in from the cavern walls.

Turning back to Darren, Kryan’s tone hardened. “You know what to do. Ryoch demands your soul.”

Kryan expected fear, maybe even pleading. Instead, Darren’s eyes were steady, almost calm. It was Kryan’s own hand that trembled as he let go of the knife. He glanced at Gallan again, but Gallan’s face was unreadable, carved from stone.

“Ryoch,” Kryan called out, his voice cracking despite himself. “Ryoch, your servant kneels before you and offers you his life.” Inside, his shaol screamed Drachar’s name, echoing in his mind louder than ever before. Something was wrong. This was going too smoothly. Doubt crept in, cold and unwelcome. Kryan scanned the cavern, half-expecting to see Drachar’s shade grinning in the shadows.

Darren, meanwhile, had already bared his chest, unbuttoning his jerkin and shirt with deliberate slowness. That feral grin never left his face. He pressed the knife’s point to his skin, locking eyes with Kryan–a silent challenge. There was a flash of pain, a grimace, a low moan as Darren collapsed to the cavern floor, the ritual complete before Kryan even registered the movement. It was over. Kryan stood frozen, awed and unsettled by the power of his false god.

Shocked, Kryan stared as crimson pooled beneath the body. Gallan approached, silent and deliberate, a cloak draped over one arm.

“There’s no need for that,” Kryan sneered, forcing bravado into his voice as adrenaline surged. But Gallan ignored him. He lifted the cloak and let it settle over empty air above the corpse. When Gallan stepped back, the cloak hung suspended, as if worn by an invisible figure. Unseen hands adjusted the fabric, tying it around a throat Kryan couldn’t see. The hood rose, and Kryan’s knees nearly buckled–he had to fight to stay upright.

Gallan’s eyes, dark and brooding, fixed on Kryan. “You never believed,” he said, voice low and accusing. “That’s why it’s taken so long to reach this moment. Your failure.”

Without another word, Gallan strapped a belt and scabbard around the ethereal form. The figure stooped, drawing the knife from the dead boy’s chest. Kryan’s shaol screamed warnings in his mind, but he reacted too late. He spun, desperate for escape, but agony exploded in his back–a pain so fierce it stole his breath. He collapsed to his knees, head spinning, searching for the source of his doom.

A hollow voice echoed behind him. “I told you not to use that tone with me.”

Kryan pitched forward, vision darkening. He gasped for air, but none came. Life ebbed away. Behind him, Gallan’s voice issued cold instructions to the abomination. What had he done? In his mind’s eye, a phantom loomed, terror blooming as he recognised it. His master was calling, and behind him, the creatures–demons of hell–waited. His master’s arms opened wide, welcoming Kryan to eternal punishment. Even after death, Kryan’s wail of remorse haunted the cave, echoing through the darkness.
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Flight of Fear

Tumarl crashed through the tangled undergrowth, half running, half stumbling, desperation driving him onward. His legs barely obeyed, each step a battle against exhaustion and panic. Reason had abandoned him; madness clawed at the edges of his mind. Even the trees seemed to conspire against him–branches snatched at his clothes, grasping like skeletal fingers, determined to slow his escape.

KinKassack.

The name echoed in his thoughts–a forest so feared that no sane soul would willingly walk beneath its shadow. Stories of its darkness were whispered by firesides, the tellers careful not to speak too loudly, lest the evil lurking within overhear and curse them.

He was a shadow of the man he once was. Once broad and strong, now his face was gaunt, skin sagging from his bones, making him look decades older than his thirty years. The permanent scowl he wore was etched by years of hardship.

Slow down, fool, a voice hissed inside his head.

Tumarl froze, eyes darting wildly, searching for the speaker.

Idiot, the voice sneered. It’s you. You’re talking to yourself.

A manic laugh burst from his lips. “Marvelous. I’m not alone!” he shouted, voice cracking.

“Shut up!” he screamed, startling a bird that exploded from the brush near his feet. He yelped, stumbling backward, then lurched forward again, cackling with hysteria. Two more frantic strides–and the ground vanished beneath him. He crashed headlong into the thicket, skull colliding with a hidden root. Darkness swallowed him, merciful and complete.

Sometime later, he woke with a start–cold, disoriented, and shivering. Rain hammered down, streaming across his upturned face, soaking him to the bone. Above, a lone rook cawed, its cry slicing through the silence of the bleak forest.

The shock of the fall had jolted something loose in his mind, snapping him back–if only partially–to sanity.

“Where... where am I?” he rasped, his voice barely more than a whisper. Flashes of memory assaulted him: the suffocating mine, the stench, men hacking at stone until their hands bled, bodies pressed together in terror. Then, the desperate scramble for freedom. He remembered running–escaping.

“They’ll be after me. I mustn’t stop,” he muttered to himself, fighting to keep the madness at bay. Forcing his aching body upright, he stumbled forward along the narrow trail. The night was nearly spent; he needed to be far away before dawn.

But hope was short-lived. Ducking beneath low branches, he nearly crashed into a sheer wall of rock that seemed to materialise from the darkness. Frustration welled up inside him, threatening to spill over. Would he ever escape this cursed forest?

He craned his neck. The rock face loomed above, impossibly tall and forbidding in the faint light. The wall stretched endlessly in both directions, blocking any way forward.

“What now?” he choked, voice trembling.

How many friends had he watched die while he clung to the hope of escape?

No. He wouldn’t give up. Not now.

Knowing it was madness, he began to climb. At first, the ascent was easy, and a surge of hope flickered within him. But as he reached the treetops and looked up, the cliff vanished into the blackness above, its end lost in the night.

A scream from below froze his blood. His heart lurched; his fingers slipped on the slick rock. He scrabbled desperately, barely saving himself from falling–at the cost of bruised, bloodied hands. The sound was inhuman. Grakyn. The word flashed through his mind. They could fly. That made everything worse.

“Keep climbing,” he muttered, voice ragged, forcing himself upward. In his haste, he tore his already raw fingers on jagged outcrops, hauling himself higher. Each movement was agony. The rock face was slick with moss, the handholds shallow and treacherous. He panted, chest burning, and finally dragged himself onto a narrow ledge. A scraggly bush clung to life beside him, roots twisted into the stone.

The moon broke through the clouds, silver light spilling over the land. He risked a glance down. Vertigo hit him hard–he scrambled back, heart threatening to break a rib, so fierce did it pound. The drop was dizzying. A cold wind cut through his soaked clothes, making him shiver. At some point, the rain had stopped, but now he could see every leaf and twig below. Worse, anyone following could see him too.

Another scream echoed, closer this time, stretching his nerves to the breaking point. He forced himself to look up. The next stage of the climb was worse–smooth, slick with water, almost no handholds.

He cursed under his breath. “Trapped,” he whispered, voice barely audible. “I’m trapped.”

The bush pressed against his back, pinning him to the ledge and making it impossible to turn around. Frustrated, he twisted and shoved at it, desperate for space. To his shock, his hand met almost no resistance–the bush gave way, and he tumbled forward, arms flailing to shield his head from the expected impact against the rock face. But the collision never came. Instead, he landed flat on his chest, breath knocked out of him.

“Great,” he muttered, untangling himself from the branches. As he crawled forward, brushing aside slender branches, it dawned on him that he had entered a cave. Suddenly, the passage broadened, allowing him enough room to kneel. He stretched out his arms, but his hands encountered only empty air. The cave was far larger than he had expected, more of a tunnel. Darkness pressed in from all sides, thick and suffocating. He hesitated, glancing back at the faint outline of the entrance, the only hint of light.

“Just keep moving,” he whispered, voice trembling. He felt less exposed in the tunnel and, at least for the moment, safer.

He crawled forward until his hands met a cold, hard surface. He explored the rough stone walls, searching for anything familiar. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the sound of his own breathing. Rocks and scraps of nesting material littered the floor. He grabbed two stones and struck them together–nothing. He cursed softly, swapped one out, and tried again. Sparks finally leapt from the stones, and relief flooded him.

He fumbled through the nesting material, fingers searching for soft down. With careful strikes, he coaxed a tiny flame to life, feeding it with twigs and more down until it grew. The flickering light revealed a long tunnel stretching away into darkness. He shivered, unwilling to go further without a torch.

By his foot, a root jutted from the rock. He twisted it, gritting his teeth until it snapped free. Tearing strips from his shirt, he wrapped them around the wood and held it to the flame. The makeshift torch sputtered, then caught. He scattered the fire, pocketed the stones, and rose slowly, joints aching.

“Which way?” he murmured, staring at the tunnel’s fork. Instinct tugged him right, but when the path split again, he chose the left, guided by something he couldn’t name–a whisper in the dark, urging him onward.

Exhaustion blurred his thoughts, and suddenly he found himself swaying on unsteady legs before the yawning mouth of a cavern. His torch sputtered, threatening to die at any moment.

Someone was in the cave.

He instinctively shrank back into the shadows, pressing himself against the cold stone wall. Too late–if anyone was watching, they’d already seen his torchlight. He held his breath, waiting for movement, but nothing happened. The silence felt unnatural, and a chill crept down his spine. Something compelled him forward, even as his body screamed for rest.

If there was somebody in the cave, they would have seen your torchlight, a voice whispered–close, almost tangible. He spun, searching for the speaker, heart racing as though fit to burst. This wasn’t just his own mind rambling; he could almost feel warm breath on his cheek.

He peered timidly into the cavern. The scene hadn’t changed, but now he noticed three figures huddled together, as if deep in conversation. He crept closer, stepping over scattered objects on the floor. Shapes resolved in the gloom–a long knife, and, more importantly, several unused torches. Relief surged through him. He bent to grab one, nearly fainting as his vision swam.

With trembling hands, he lit the new torch from his dying one, letting the old stub fall to the ground. He snatched up the knife, gripping it tightly. Armed, he felt a flicker of confidence.

He turned his attention back to the figures. In his pain-racked, exhausted mind–teetering between sanity and madness–they seemed to flicker between reality and hallucination.

“Statues?” he croaked, uncertain, voice barely above a whisper.

Silence! the voice hissed, sharper this time, echoing in the darkness.

He reached out and touched the nearest shape–a cold, solid surface met his fingers. It was a statue: a large man, beard frozen in stone, his face twisted in a look of pure terror. In one hand, the figure gripped a double-edged axe; the other rested protectively on the shoulder of his companion.

“Why would anyone make a statue and then hide it away in the depths of a cave?” Tumarl wondered aloud, his voice barely more than a whisper, swallowed by the darkness.

Swaying, he turned to the next statue. This one was smaller, with fine, delicate features that spoke of nobility, but the same dread haunted his eyes.

The third figure was different. While the first two seemed paralysed by fear, this one radiated a strange resolve. One hand rested on the smaller man’s shoulder, the other clenched a sword pressed against the big man’s arm. There was something in his expression–an inner strength, a distant gaze, as if he saw beyond the cavern’s gloom.

Tumarl’s hand trembled as he brushed the statues, feeling their pain as if it were his own.

He noticed a flaw in the last figure–a deep chip below the breast, the stone around it darkened and scarred.

A sudden wave of unease swept over him. His heart pounded.

Hide! The voice in his mind was urgent, commanding.

Without thinking, Tumarl wedged his torch into the crook of one statue’s arm and slipped into the shadows. For a fleeting moment, he almost laughed–reminded of childhood games of hide and seek, before the madness began to claw at his mind once more.

Entering the further tunnel from the one he had entered, Tumarl pressed himself against the cold rock, waiting for his brother to appear. He gripped his knife, ready to leap out and scare him. But as he glanced down at the blade, a frown creased his brow–he couldn’t remember where he’d found it. The uncertainty made him frown. Realisation dawned that his brother wasn’t here and he was daydreaming. He needed to sleep. He couldn’t remember the last time he had.

His heart, which had been pounding moments before, began to slow. Fatigue crept in, his eyelids growing heavy. He fought to stay awake.

Wake up! The voice in his head snapped, sharp and insistent.

Tumarl clenched the dagger, irritation flaring. He peered into the cavern–nothing had changed. Boredom settled over him, and he yawned, sleep threatening to pull him under again.

Stay awake. Just for a few moments, the voice urged, but warmth seeped through him, and his eyes drifted shut despite his efforts. Suddenly, movement jolted him back to consciousness.

A creature slipped into the cave, its motions fluid and feline. It paused at the edge of the light, tall and imposing. Ebony skin gleamed in the half-light, like oil on water. A single horn jutted from its skull, splitting into two and curving around its head like a helmet. It seemed to melt into the shadows, almost a part of them.

Tumarl’s view was blocked, but he didn’t need to see its wings to know it could fly. That alone made it dangerous–along with its power to cast spells. Fury surged through him as recognition dawned. This was one of the creatures that had destroyed his home and family.

He named his fear: a grakyn. Dark. Foul. Demon spawn.

It extended its arm and barked guttural words–harsh, alien syllables that echoed off the cavern walls. Instantly, a ball of flame erupted from its outstretched talon, flooding the darkness with blinding light. Tumarl threw himself to the ground as an explosion ripped through the air, a hurricane of force tearing at him, threatening to wrench him from his hiding place. The blast was followed by an ear-splitting bang that seemed to pierce his very soul, shaking the ground beneath him.

When the chaos subsided, Tumarl dared a glance back into the cave. Through the swirling smoke, he saw the grakyn stalking toward the statues, stepping over smouldering patches of fire. The creature folded its wings behind its back, moving with a predatory, cat-like grace across the cavern floor.

A nervous giggle bubbled up in Tumarl’s throat, but he choked it down, gripping his dagger tighter.

Silence, the voice commanded inside his mind. He obeyed, swallowing his fear, trusting the voice’s warning. As the smoke drifted away, his eyes widened.

The statues were gone. In their place, three men lay sprawled on the stone–no longer cold remnants of rock, but living, breathing people, or so it seemed.

In that instant, Tumarl’s madness vanished. Too many times he’d watched friends slaughtered by monsters like this. Rage and despair fused within him, and with a strength born of desperation, he sprang from hiding, blade flashing in the firelight. He closed the distance in a heartbeat, an eerie howl tearing from his throat–only dimly aware it was his own scream.

The grakyn spun, but too late. Tumarl drove the dagger deep between its shoulders. With a triumphant cry, he forced the blade in further, clinging to the hilt, desperate to end the creature’s life.

The beast reared, a hideous scream escaping its lipless mouth. It thrashed wildly, trying to shake him off. In its frenzy, it slammed Tumarl against the cavern wall–driving the blade even deeper into its own flesh.

The impact knocked the breath from Tumarl’s lungs. Agony lanced through his body, but he gritted his teeth and twisted the blade, screaming his defiance–until his strength finally gave out and he collapsed, gasping for air, fighting to stay conscious.

​​The grakyn stood with its back to him, the hilt of the knife jutting starkly from its spine. For a heartbeat, the creature swayed–then, with a heavy thud, it collapsed to the cavern floor.

Tumarl gasped, dragging air into his burning lungs. His legs trembled, barely able to hold him upright. Around him, the fires in the cavern guttered and died, shadows swallowing the walls. Darkness pressed in, thick and suffocating, but Tumarl clung to consciousness–he didn’t need the voice in his head to urge him on now.

His gaze fell on the double-headed axe lying nearby. He staggered toward it, every muscle protesting. The weapon felt impossibly heavy as he gripped the handle, threatening to pull him down. Gritting his teeth, Tumarl braced himself, lifted the axe overhead, and–drawing on the muscle memory of a lifetime spent chopping wood–swung with all his remaining strength.

The blade sliced through flesh and bone as if they were brittle twigs. Steel rang against stone, sending a shower of sparks skittering across the cavern floor.

Those sparks were the last thing Tumarl saw before the world tilted and darkness claimed him, his body crumpling to the ground at last.
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Awakening

The doe paused, one slender foot hovering above the earth, nostrils flaring as it caught the unfamiliar scent drifting from the cave. Its wide, liquid eyes darted into the gloom, searching for shapes in the darkness–finding only shadows. Beside the trembling animal, a gentle voice whispered, It’s all right. Go on. The doe hesitated, muscles taut, every instinct screaming to flee. But the voice, soft and persistent, coaxed it forward. Step by step, the doe edged into the yawning mouth of the cave, the world behind slipping away into silence.

With a final, lingering glance at the sun-dappled slope, the doe vanished into the cave’s cold embrace.

“Kaplyn.”

The name echoed in the darkness, oddly familiar yet hollow, as if spoken from across a chasm.

Pain.

A sudden, searing agony stabbed through his body, forcing his muscles to spasm. He arched, gasping–the air sharp and sweet in his lungs. He clung to that breath, terrified to let it go, as if it were the last thread holding him to life. Then, a fresh wave of pain erupted in his chest. He screamed, the sound raw and desperate, until the agony ebbed, leaving only a dull, throbbing ache.

His eyes fluttered open. Blackness pressed in on all sides. Another jolt of pain lanced through him, and he retched, dry and empty. A pounding began behind his eyes, relentless and blinding. He groaned, letting the torment wash over him until it faded to a memory.

His hand crept to his chest, fingers tracing a deep, burning scar–one he didn’t remember having.

Or did he?

His bones protested as he tried to rise. Hunger gnawed at him, the pain in his belly flaring, sharp and insistent, as if it might consume him whole.

Groping blindly across the cold stone, Kaplyn’s fingers finally closed around his bow, the twine dangling uselessly from one end. He muttered under his breath, cursing his own weakness as he struggled to string it–three attempts, each more painful than the last. Torture wracked his body with every movement, but at last, the bow was ready. He found his quiver, hands shaking, and drew an arrow with a trembling sigh.

“Come on... just hold steady,” he whispered to himself, voice barely audible in the gloom.

Unsteadily, he staggered forward, bow raised before him. A harsh light flared ahead, forcing him to squint and shield his eyes. Something moved in the brightness–he froze, uncertain, heart pounding.

A deer stood at the entrance, sunlight spilling around it like a halo. Freedom beckoned just beyond, and Kaplyn’s breath caught. The urge to dash for the exit warred with the opportunity before him. He knew he couldn’t risk startling the animal.

Ignoring the glare, he pressed his back to the ice-cold wall for support, nocked the arrow, and drew the bowstring with all the strength he could muster. His arms quivered violently, the effort nearly overwhelming.

“Just a little closer...” he murmured, voice raw.

With a sharp twang, the arrow shot forward, striking the deer in its side. It collapsed, and Kaplyn dropped to his knees, exhausted, the bow slipping from numb fingers. He crawled to the fallen animal, every movement agony.

Pain etched deep lines across his face as he tried to drag the carcass back through the tunnel. After a few futile tugs, he let go, slumping in frustration.

“I have to get back to the others,” he muttered, frowning. The thought surprised him–he hadn’t realised there were others, but now, the idea felt natural. He was not alone.

Drawing a long, slim-handled knife, Kaplyn sliced off a chunk of warm flesh. The act was messy–his fingers quickly grew slick and greasy as he worked. Once he had enough meat, he rose, slipping back into the darkness. The silence pressed in, broken only by the soft squelch of his footsteps. Suddenly, the blackness peeled away–a harsh light flared ahead, forcing him to shield his eyes.

He squinted, trying to make sense of the shapes scattered across the cavern floor. It took a moment for his vision to adjust. In the centre, a man sat blinking furiously, a stone at his feet pouring out white light. Kaplyn’s gaze flicked from the glowing orb to the man’s face–and he recoiled. The stranger’s skin and hair were as white as new snow, and beneath frosty brows, crimson eyes watched him in silence.

They stared at each other, the air thick with unspoken recognition. Kaplyn felt a jolt of familiarity, but the man’s name hovered just out of reach. Albino, he realised, but the memory refused to surface.

Stepping carefully over the debris, Kaplyn approached, holding out the meat from his kill. The albino’s eyes flashed with hunger, but before he could move, a groan echoed from the shadows. Another figure–a large, broad-shouldered man with tangled blond hair–pushed himself upright, rubbing his bearded chin as if trying to chase away the remnants of a bad dream. Pain flickered in his eyes, and something about the gesture tugged at Kaplyn’s memory.

Kaplyn handed each of them a strip of meat. The big man accepted gratefully, but the albino hesitated, staring at the offering as if it were some kind of insult. For a moment, no one spoke. The only sound was the quiet chewing as they ate, tension and confusion hanging in the air. One by one, exhaustion claimed them, and they drifted into uneasy sleep.

Kaplyn drifted in uneasy sleep, a stench of terrible evil seeping into every corner of his mind. Shadows pressed in, heavy and suffocating, as a power–vast and menacing–hovered at the edge of his consciousness, threatening to swallow him whole. He tried to cry out, but his voice was little more than a whisper lost in the darkness.

“Dragons,” he breathed, the word trembling on his lips. The fear sharpened, their scent thickening in the air until nausea clawed at his throat. He curled in on himself, desperate to hide in the deepest recesses of his dream, silently begging that they wouldn’t find him.

A guttural voice echoed through the gloom, rough and insistent. “Shastlan! Shastlan! Where are you?” The name rang out, strange and meaningless, yet filled with a chilling intent.

In his sleep, he lay trembling while his fevered mind prayed for the coming dawn. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Remembrance

“Kaplyn!”

The name sliced through the haze of his dreams, dragging him back to a world that felt tainted and wrong. He jolted awake, heart pounding, the stench of dragons clinging to his senses–a poison that refused to fade. Dragons weren’t real. So why did their presence haunt his sleep? The question troubled him, unsettling and inexplicable.

As reality sharpened, Kaplyn found Lars looming over him, concern etched across his face. Above them, the cavern’s ceiling twisted in jagged relief, scarred by ages of darkness. Kaplyn shook his head, trying to clear the confusion, and realised he was clutching a cold, half-eaten chunk of meat–he had no memory of how it got there.

“Vastra?” he blurted, the name surfacing with a rush of dread. Images flashed in his mind: Vastra gliding down a dank tunnel, an imp hovering at his side, while Lomar and Lars struggled against a spell that was turning them to stone. Kaplyn shuddered, the memory too vivid.

“He’s gone,” came a voice from behind Lars, low and weary.

Kaplyn turned to see Lomar, his gaze searching Kaplyn’s face before softening. In Lomar’s hand, a kara-stone glowed softly, casting pale light across the cavern’s shadows.

“What happened?” Kaplyn managed, his last memory a blur of desperate protection.

“We were betrayed,” Lomar said, voice thick with sorrow. “Vastra trapped us with a spell meant to turn us to stone. By all rights, we should be dead. I don’t know how, but somehow–the spell failed.”

Lars shuddered, his voice low and trembling. “By Slathor, if we ever cross paths with Vastra again, I swear I’ll kill him.”

Kaplyn managed a grim smile. “You’ll have to get in line,” he replied, his tone heavy with exhaustion.

Lomar’s gaze flickered between them, searching for answers. “How was Vastra’s spell broken? Any idea?”

“The pendant!” Kaplyn gasped, his hand flying instinctively to the golden talisman resting against his chest. He had discovered the pendant in Tanel, once an ancient Eldric city, briefly transformed by Vastra’s magic from crumbling ruins into a gleaming metropolis of towering spires. The pendant was meant to null magic, or so Vastra had told him, and in desperation he had hoped it would save his friends from being turned to stone.

Instead of grasping the pendant his fingers met only a jagged scar. The pendant was gone. Confused, he unlaced his shirt, eyes widening as he traced the wound–a deep, crystalline mark, glowing faintly beneath dried blood and torn leather.

Lars inhaled sharply at the sight. The scar was no ordinary wound; its translucent, glass-like tissue pulsed with an eerie light.

Kaplyn’s mind raced, recalling the crystal he’d found on the fossilised tree deep within the mountain. It had glowed just like this–and now, it too was missing. However, the light from his scar looked strangely similar to that of the crystal. 

“What is that?” Lars asked, voice tinged with revulsion.

Lomar lifted the kara-stone, its pale glow illuminating the scar. “A scar,” he said quietly, though the word felt inadequate.

Kaplyn quickly fastened his tunic, embarrassment and shock warring on his face. He fumbled for a clean shirt in his pack, desperate to cover the strange wound. As he dressed, memories flooded back–the moments before their transformation, the pendant meant to shield them from Vastra’s magic. He remembered clinging to his friends, believing the talisman would protect them. But it had failed. Vastra’s triumphant laughter echoed in his mind, chilling him to the bone.

“He must have known it would...” Kaplyn whispered, his words trailing off into uneasy silence.

“There’s something you need to see,” Lomar said, his voice low as he pointed behind Kaplyn.

Two figures lay shrouded in shadow. One was unmistakably a man–his skin gaunt and grey, stretched tight over sharp bones. He looked dead, or nearly so. But it was the other body that drew Kaplyn closer. He rose, heart pounding, and stepped toward it.

Ebony wings curled protectively around the creature, hiding most of its form. Its skin was black as coal, gleaming in the light from Lomar’s kara-stone like polished glass.

“This one’s alive,” Lomar murmured, kneeling beside the man. He’d already draped a blanket over him and fashioned a pillow from spare clothes. “But I don’t know for how long. He looks half-starved.”

The man’s cheeks were hollow, his pallor nearly matching Lomar’s. Grey streaked his hair, though he seemed too young for it–mid-thirties, maybe. His eyebrows were drawn into a rigid V, as if a lifetime of worry had carved the frown deep into his flesh.

Lars’ double-headed axe rested by the man’s side. Lars stooped, lifting the heavy weapon with ease. He turned it, inspecting the dried blood crusted along the blade. Kaplyn’s gaze drifted back to the more sinister shape. He nudged it cautiously with the toe of his boot. Crooked talons clutched the rock, as if in its final moments it had tried to rip open the earth itself.

“It’s dead,” Lomar said quietly, nodding toward the creature’s head, which lay several feet away, half-hidden among the rocks.

Kaplyn grimaced. The creature’s lifeless face seemed to scowl back at him, its long, gleaming fangs catching the cold white light from the kara-stone. For a moment, it almost looked alive. A single white horn jutted from its forehead, splitting into two that curled around its skull like a grotesque bone crown. 

He had never seen one before, but he had heard tales. Grakyn. With a hesitant breath, Kaplyn parted its wings. Beneath, the handle of a knife protruded from dead flesh.

“A grakyn,” Lomar whispered, lifting the kara-stone higher. The creature’s twisted grin became even more menacing in the stark light.

Kaplyn nodded, surprise Lomar knew. The Alvalah kept records that stretched back through countless generations. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder what fate had brought this man and such a devil-spawn together.

“Will he live?” Kaplyn asked, tearing his gaze away from the corpse and back to the wounded man.

“He’ll survive,” Lomar replied, voice tight. “But he needs food. Rest.”

“And water,” Kaplyn added, suddenly aware of his own parched throat. He glanced around at their scattered supplies. “What a mess.” Broken objects and rotting remnants littered the floor. His eyes landed on his sword, lying in the dust. The black metal seemed to swallow the kara-stone’s light, making it look as sinister as the grakyn.

He stooped to pick it up. The weapon almost leapt into his hand, and for a heartbeat, Kaplyn could have sworn it moved on its own. Disgust twisted in his gut and he nearly dropped it. He distrusted the blade, but at least it was a weapon against evil–he’d used it to slay a demon. Eldric-made, he’d found it along with the pendant, that had now mysteriously vanished, in one of the Edric’s lost cities that Vastra had conjured.

He slid the weapon back into its scabbard, eyes catching a flask lying on the floor. Thirst drove him to snatch it up, hope flickering as he shook it and felt its weight–almost full. He took a quick swallow, only to gag as the foul water burned his throat. Spitting and coughing, he wiped his mouth, scowling as laughter echoed behind him. With a grimace, he poured the rest onto the ground.

“I’ll find fresh water,” he muttered, grabbing the canteen and heading down the tunnel, guided by the faint breath of fresh air.

It didn’t take long to reach the entrance. Light spilled ahead, and relief broke across his face–until he saw the deer’s body. Confusion twisted his features as he recognised one of his own arrows lodged in its side, his Eldric bow, also from Tanel, abandoned nearby. He crouched, retrieving the weapon, sorrow settling over him. He couldn’t recall the kill, and though hunting was familiar, this felt wrong.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, voice barely audible, as if the words might undo what had happened.

He rose and moved to the entrance, but thick trees blocked his view. Somewhere beyond, the gentle burble of a stream mingled with the rustling leaves and the soft sigh of a breeze. He pushed through tangled undergrowth, following the water’s sound until he reached a steep bank. Using the branches overhead, he clambered down to the water’s edge, balancing on a broad rock to fill the canteen. He drank deeply–the water was cold and sweet, better than anything he remembered.

Then he noticed the leaves: burnished reds, golden browns, swirling in a sharp wind. Late autumn. The realisation hit hard–they’d entered the tunnels in spring, a spring that now felt impossibly distant. Had Vastra’s spell trapped them for so long? His thoughts raced homeward, to his parents–the King and Queen–who must be frantic with worry.

Back in the tunnel, Lomar knelt beside the unconscious man, his brow furrowed with concern. Lars rummaged through their battered packs, muttering curses as he tried to salvage anything useful. Kaplyn stepped forward, offering the canteen.

“We should head to the entrance,” Kaplyn suggested quietly. “There’s at least some light there.”

They lifted the stranger together, careful not to jostle him. As they reached the mouth of the tunnel, both Lars and Lomar stopped short, eyes fixed on the deer’s lifeless body sprawled in the dirt.

“How long has that been there?” Lars asked, suspicion sharpening his voice as he studied the carcass.

Kaplyn shrugged, laying the stranger down and sliding the remains of a rolled-up cloak beneath his head. “The meat’s fresh. My bow was right beside it,” he said, voice low. “At least we won’t starve.” He glanced at Lomar, suddenly remembering the albino’s strict vegetarianism.

“It’s all right,” Lomar replied, his tone gentle but resolute. “I’ll find something outside. There’s bound to be something edible. I hope.”

Lars shook his head, frustration simmering. “We’d better go back for our supplies. I don’t know why, but most of it has rotted or been eaten by rats.”

Kaplyn grabbed a torch which Lomar lit with his kara-stone, its weak flame barely piercing the gloom as he and Lars retraced their steps down the tunnel. They stuffed what little they could salvage into three packs, leaving the rest behind with the grakyn’s corpse. Relief washed over them as they finally escaped the dank passage, returning swiftly to Lomar and the stranger.

“We must’ve been in those tunnels for ages,” Kaplyn said, setting down his burden and gazing at the forest beyond. “It’s autumn–the trees have turned.”

Lars stared at the golden and red leaves, disbelief etched on his face. “That can’t be. If it’s autumn, we’ve been down there for six months... or more.”

“It’s autumn now,” Lomar said, his breath visible in the chill air as he dropped handfuls of berries and fruit onto the ground. The foraging had gone well, but the cold was biting.

Kaplyn shivered, rubbing his arms. “And getting colder. We need kindling.”

He and Lars hurried out, returning with bundles of dead wood and cones. As they entered the cavern, the stranger finally stirred, blinking in confusion at the unfamiliar stone ceiling. Lomar knelt beside him, offering a reassuring presence, but the man’s eyes widened in terror. He tried to scramble away, panic lending him strength despite his obvious exhaustion.

“Easy!” Kaplyn called, dropping the wood with a clatter. He and Lomar moved quickly, holding the stranger down–not to harm, but to keep him from hurting himself. The man whimpered, desperate and afraid, until his strength gave out.

“We mean you no harm,” Kaplyn said gently, keeping his voice calm.

The stranger’s gaze never left Lomar’s face, suspicion and fear flickering in his eyes. Kaplyn watched, realisation dawning. He leaned in, speaking softly, “He’s a friend. Look at me–he’s not a demon, just a man. Like you. Like me.”

The man’s breathing slowed, his eyes finally shifting to Kaplyn, then back to Lomar. Gradually, the tension drained from his body as the words sank in.

“We’re friends,” Kaplyn repeated, steady and clear. “This is Lomar. He’s an albino, not a demon. Just a man. What’s your name?”

The stranger swallowed, voice hoarse. “Tumarl.”

Kaplyn offered a reassuring smile and gestured for the canteen, ready to help.

“I am Kaplyn,” he offered.

Lomar stepped forward, offering the canteen. The stranger’s hands trembled as he accepted it, eyes darting between them.

“This is Lomar,” Kaplyn continued, nodding to his companion. “He’s Alvalan–his people live deep in the KinAnar forest. I’m Allund, and Lars comes from across the sea.”

Tumarl took a cautious sip, then coughed violently, water spilling from his mouth. Kaplyn quickly slapped his back, concern flickering across his face.

“Easy,” Kaplyn urged. “Don’t gulp it all at once.”

Tumarl wiped his mouth, hunger burning in his gaze as he eyed the deer’s carcass. Kaplyn caught the look and grinned, moving to butcher the animal while Lars began building a fire.

“I’ll see what else I can find outside,” Lomar said, rising and slipping out into the fading light.

Soon, the cave filled with the scent of roasting venison. Lars tended the flames, and Lomar returned, arms laden with nuts and tubers. He tossed the latter onto the embers to cook.

When the meal was ready, Kaplyn divided it among them. They ate in silence, smoke swirling around them, each lost in thought.

After a while, Kaplyn gestured toward the back of the cave, his tone suddenly tense. “That creature back there–did you kill it?”

Tumarl nodded, but his eyes darted between them, wary and uncertain. Kaplyn caught the look and leaned in, voice gentle but probing.

“You saw us before, didn’t you?”

Tumarl’s eyes widened, fear flickering across his face. “You weren’t real,” he whispered, pressing himself against the cavern wall as if the stone could protect him. “You were stone. Statues.”

He hesitated, voice trembling. “Are you men... or demons?” His strength was fading, and he must have known he was at their mercy.

Kaplyn offered a reassuring smile. “We’re men, I promise.”

Lomar, noticing Tumarl’s gaze fixed on the glowing stone, spoke up. “It’s a kara-stone,” he explained, lifting it so its eerie light danced across the cavern.

Tumarl frowned, uncertainty etched deep in his features. “I’ve heard of those. Wizards use them. Are you a wizard?”

Lomar shook his head. “No. My people use these stones for healing.”

Tumarl still looked unconvinced, his eyes lingering on the stone.

Kaplyn changed the subject, hoping to ease the tension. “Do you know where we are?”

Tumarl’s face darkened. “Thrace,” he said quietly. “I was in KinKassack, climbed a cliff to escape the forest.”

Kaplyn let out a low whistle. “Thrace? Then we’ve got a long walk home.” He tried to sound cheerful, but the weight of their situation pressed in around them.
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Chapter 4
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Tumarl’s Tale

After their meal, they rummaged through their packs, searching for anything that could be salvaged. Lars held up a coarse shirt riddled with holes, shaking his head in disbelief. “Looks like the rats have been busy,” he muttered, letting the fabric fall apart in his hands. Lomar tugged at a rope, only for it to unravel with a puff of dust and a sigh. “Useless,” he said quietly. Some clothes had survived the ordeal. Kaplyn, after selecting a shirt for himself, turned to Tumarl. “Here, take these. They’re not much, but better than what you’ve got.” Tumarl’s eyes widened with gratitude as he accepted the bundle, eager to shed his tattered rags.

Before long, they settled down to sleep. Lomar lay still, exhaustion weighing on him, but a familiar unease troubled his thoughts as he hovered between seep and waking. He tried to ignore the odd sensation, but as he drifted into seep it crept over his skin, making him shiver. He hated his gift–the ability to separate his soul from his body and witness distant events. It was how he’d met Kaplyn, Lars, and Vastra, but it terrified him. He remembered the stories of Dalamere, a former Alvalan monarch who’d abused the same power, spying on others to fuel his ambition. They said Dalamere’s soul had wandered too far and never returned. Lomar chewed his lip, haunted by the same fear.

Even in his dream state, he cursed the gift, knowing it came from an unusually close bond with his guardian spirit–his shaol. Garth, his friend, once suggested that Lomar’s shaol might be the spirit of a twin, lost before birth. That connection made his link to the spirit world dangerously strong. Where most people felt only fleeting déjà vu, Lomar’s visions were vivid and uncontrollable.

The sensation surged, stronger than before, and Lomar could resist no longer. He surrendered, swept up in a rush of weightlessness as his soul slipped free. For a moment, he felt utterly liberated–untethered from fear and flesh. But the freedom was fleeting. He needed to know where he was. Glancing around, he saw, by the faint glow of embers, that he was still in the cavern, surrounded by his companions. He was surprised. He had no control over his gift and where he ended up seemed random, but to find himself still in the cave was strange.

He stared across the cave at Kaplyn and froze in shock. Something flickered at the edge of his vision close to Kaplyn’s sleeping form. Instinctively, he held his breath–odd, considering he was in spirit form and probably didn’t need to breathe at all. Glancing down, he saw his own body lying pale and thin at his feet. A sudden fear gripped him: what if not breathing here somehow ended his life in the mortal world? A chill raced down his spine.

A flash–brighter this time–caught his eye. He looked at Kaplyn again. Now, something unmistakably real stood beside Kaplyn. A figure was taking shape, shimmering like a star in the darkness. It was a man: tall, ethereal, wavering between existence and oblivion, as if deciding whether to reveal himself to Lomar or fade away. The apparition flickered, then solidified, growing more distinct.

The man’s gaze locked onto Lomar, sharp and searching. Lomar’s eyes narrowed, studying the apparition. His attire was strange–an ornate breastplate over a vivid tunic, the sleeves flaring extravagantly at the wrists. A spectral sword hung at his waist, and boots climbed to his knees.

Curiosity radiated from the spirit as he stared back at Lomar. His lips moved, but no sound reached Lomar’s ears.

“I can’t hear you,” Lomar said, forcing the words past his fear, curiosity now outweighing his dread. The spirit shook his head, then vanished, leaving only the cavern’s shadows for company. A sudden tug deep in Lomar’s gut told him his journey on the astral plane was over. He longed to understand what had just happened, but the meaning eluded him.

He sometimes caught snatches of the future, but rarely did this mean anything to him. He had seen Kaplyn in his dreams, and what he had seen had scared him. Somehow, though, he knew that this was not connected to the future and that the spirit was linked to Kaplyn. He fought to try and print the event into his memory but already sleep started to engulf him. 

Remember, his voice echoed and then was still. 

Outside, daylight still lingered, and they realised with a start that they’d slept through an entire day. Hunger gnawed at them again. As they ate in silence, Lomar’s gaze swept the cavern, searching for something he couldn’t quite name. The memory of the spirit flickered in his mind, and he glanced at Kaplyn, half-expecting to see something strange. But Kaplyn was simply eating, lost in thought. Lomar shook his head, unsettled. Was it just a dream? The feeling clung to him–a sense that it was more than that.

Once breakfast was finished, they left the cavern, intent on washing in the stream. The sight of the grakyn’s corpse had left them wary; if krell prowled these mountains, they didn’t want to meet any more enemies, not in their current state. Even after food and rest, exhaustion weighed heavy on their bones. Tumarl hesitated at the cave’s mouth, eyes darting around as if the world had shifted overnight.

“I climbed a cliff to get here,” he said, voice trembling, as if doubting his own memory.

“There might be other ways into the tunnels,” Kaplyn replied, trying to sound reassuring. “They go on for miles. Trust me, we’ve seen enough of them.”

“I went that way, foraging,” Lomar added, pointing. “There’s a sheer drop, and beyond it–a forest.”

“KinKassack,” Tumarl whispered, the name barely audible. “That place
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